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FOREWORD 


RETHINKING LATIN AMERICAN JEWISH STUDIES 


It is rare that a single book creates an entire field of 
scholarship. Yet Judith Laikin Elkin’s Jews of the Latin 
American Republics (The University of North Carolina 
Press, 1980), subsequently republished in the current form 
by Holmes and Meyer as The Jews of Latin America, did just 
that. Prior to Professor Elkin’s work, most studies of Jews 
in Latin America were publications produced by 
community organizations or individuals linked to them. 
They were often institutional histories, uncritical 
interviews, novels, short stories and hagiographies. Much 
of the literature emphasized uniqueness, or even cultural 
superiority, and seemed aimed at fostering communal 
cohesion, maintaining an ethno-national identity, and 
helping to mobilize resources. The Jews of Latin America 
changed all that. For the first time a trained historian, 
well-versed in the national histories of many countries, 
applied a scholarly lens to comparing and contrasting the 
many Latin Americans who denominated themselves as 
Jews. Without a doubt, Judith Elkin transformed 
Jewish-Latin American Studies into an accepted "field" of 
inquiry in disciplines like history, literature, and cultural 
studies. 

The Jews of Latin America was also the first step in the 
creation of an organization that is now decades into its 
existence. I remember hearing about the Latin American 
Jewish Studies Association’s creation as I was in the midst 
of my graduate studies in the late 1980’s. When I wrote to 
the president of LAJSA (none other than Professor Elkin) 
following its inaugural conference, she generously sent me 
copies of all the papers (this was back in the days when 
“sending copies” meant paying for Xerox and postage). I 
still remember that package showing up in my mailbox and 
the black binder with those papers still sits next to my 
desk. I had become one of the Judith Elkin’s first 
academic children. 


In her groundbreaking Jews of the Latin American 
Republics, Professor Elkin made the radical assertion that 
Jews were part of Latin American history and then 
proceeded to tell the story of how this particular group 
interacted with majority populations throughout the region. 
Professor Elkin’s approach was traditional and new-fangled 
at the same time. On the one hand, she sought to compare 
Jews with Jews just as so many classic studies of ethnic 
history had done. On the other hand, her comparison was 
not via a lens of Jewish history and Diaspora. Rather she 
placed Latin America and its citizens at the center. Her 
story was one where Jews interacted with poverty and where 
Jews were farmers and fighters. We learned about Jews as 
part of Latin America. 

This new edition of The Jews of Latin America comes at an 
important time in the development of the field that Judith 
Elkin created. The study of Jewish-Latin America has 
advanced in terms of quality and quantity of production in 
the last two decades, particularly in the fields of Latin 
American literature, anthropology, cultural studies, and 
history. New scholarship often places Jewish-Latin 
Americans within a broader societal perspective and major 
academic publishers and journals regularly publish on these 
topics. Much innovative research on Jews is found in second 
or third books written by those trained as scholars of Latin 
America. These scholars, coming to study Jews later in their 
careers, see the Jewish experience as part of the ethnic and 
cultural mosaics that constitute Latin American societies, 
with their hybrid and complex identities. Younger scholars, 
working with methodologies developed to study 
post-colonial societies, often focus on the dynamic relations 
between Jews and non-Jews in economic, social, cultural 
and political life. Many contemporary scholars are asking 
what the experiences of Jews reveals about other immigrant 
and ethnic groups and about the overall character of Latin 
American societies. 

Judith Elkin’s scholarship has contributed to the 
historiography of Latin America and to modern Jewish 
history. It has also propelled the development of the field 
of Latin American ethnic history in general. While Jews 
represent one of the smallest non-Catholic minority groups 
in the Americas, their history and experiences have received 
relatively more attention than most other ethnic groups on 


the continent. The wide variety of studies devoted to 
Jewish-Latin Americans, especially since the establishment 
of LAJSA, has inspired scholars to work on other 
non-Catholic ethnic and religious communities as well. The 
Jews of Latin America is regularly cited in work about Asian 
and Middle Eastern immigrants and sometimes those books 
make Jewish-Latin Americans the theoretical center. In 
recent years we have witnessed major advances in scholarship 
on the histories and life stories of Asian-Latin Americans 
and Arab-Latin Americans and there is no doubt that Judith 
Elkin’s work is at the core. 

Today most scholars accept Professor Elkin’s 
groundbreaking insistence on the importance of national 
experiences. Thus more attention is being paid to the 
experiences of Jews who were not defined (or self-defined) as 
community leaders. Jewish — Latin American workers (male 
and female) and Jewish-Latin American radicals (of both the 
right and left) have become interesting research topics. 
Scholars are creating new methodologies and looking for 
new sources on Jewish-Latin Americans who reject Judaism 
(as a religion) and Jewishness (as a formal community 
obligation) even as they insist on their own Jewish identities. 

The lacunae in the scholarship, and the advances needed, 
are also becoming clear. Challenges to the idea that Zionism 
is a non-Latin American phenomenon related exclusively to 
the state of Israel are emerging. Some recent works have 
shown that assumptions of Israel’s a priori commitment to 
Diaspora communities are erroneous. Studies of women and 
of Sephardic Jews are increasing but still needed. Most 
surprising, perhaps, are those scholars who suggest that the 
“level” of anti-Semitism in Latin America is not as high as 
has been assumed, often pointing to the high social status of 
Jewish-Latin Americans. 

With all of the changes in scholarship over the decades, 
there is one constant; that Judith Elkin’s The Jews of Latin 
America receives the greatest honor in each publication — it is 
cited in footnote number one. 


Jeffrey Lesser 

Samuel Candler Dobbs Professor of Latin American History 
Director, Tam Institute for Jewish Studies 

Emory University 

2010 


PREFACE TO THE REVISED EDITION 


Much has happened since the first edition of this book was published. The 
marginalization of Jews that was a legacy of the immigration years has noticeably 
lessened. The continent is witness to the election of Jews to public office, the 
unimpeded participation of Jewish intellectuals in public life, and accelerating 
rates of intermarriage that bespeak ease in personal relations. Growing accep- 
tance of a pluralistic society has occurred within social contexts that tolerate 
anti-Semitism and philo-Semitism alike, sometimes without distinguishing be- 
tween the two or privileging one over the other. 

At the same time, the brutalization of politics in Argentina, home to the 
largest Jewish community, exacted a horrendous price from individual citizens, 
including a disproportionate number of Jews. In Central America and else- 
where, Jews together with their fellow citizens have been shaken out of their 
homelands by revolution and the fear of pauperization. Emigration has acceler- 
ated the decrease in Jewish population size already initiated by a declining 
birth rate. Political and economic insecurity led to a tighter bond with the 
State of Israel, bringing a different set of complexities in its wake. Contemporary 
Latin Jews, legatees of two historically antagonistic traditions, remain balanced 
on the cusp of permanence or dissolution. These are some of the issues ad- 
dressed in the present volume. 

In 1979 I wrote of the lack of scholarly attention to the Jewish communities 
of Latin America. In the years since then, more research has been published 
on Latin American Jewry than in the previous one hundred. New scholarship 
fills out our knowledge of these communities and enables us to reach a fuller 
understanding of their status within their national societies. As the Latin Ameri- 
can diaspora becomes visible, the range of Jewish history expands beyond its 
European and North American foci. At the same time, viewing Latin American 
societies from a Jewish perspective challenges the traditional notion of these 
societies as monolithic, a notion that perpetuates the nationalist view of Jews 
as disturbers of some uniform, ideal society, unalterably Hispanic and Catholic. 
It is becoming more and more apparent that non-Latin, non-Iberian immigrants 
played a role in the evolution of the Latin American republics, and that their 
societies are increasingly pluralistic in reality if not in ideology. Jews are a part 
of this new reality, and uncovering their life stories reveals the modernizing 


dynamic they brought with them. 


xii Preface to the Revised Edition 


If the earlier edition of this book was ambitious in attempting to record 
the Jewish presence in all Latin American countries over a period of almost 
five centuries, this edition may exceed the bounds of the possible in attempting 
to bind together under one cover the increasingly dense data and varied 
patterns of Jewish life in more than twenty nation-states, each with its own 
ecology, ethnicity, traditions, and policies that increasingly diverge from one 
another. Yet, that is what is undertaken here, though the risks of attempting a 
continent-wide analysis have multiplied over the years. The history of the Jews 
of Latin America is a work in progress. Recent scholarship reveals more than 
we knew before, but deepens its ambiguities. 

Data have been updated throughout the book, based on the research of 
scholars whose work is cited in the text and in the expanded bibliography at 
the end. In some cases, new research has led to revised interpretations of 
events. To the extent that some topics—especially in economics—have been 
treated less thoroughly than might be desired, such gaps point to the need for 
additional primary research. New chapters have been added to this edition, 
including one on relations with the State of Israel and another on relations 
with non-Jews. 


I have especially benefited from discussions with colleagues, many of which 
took place during the international research conferences of the Latin American 
Jewish Studies Association. I am also indebted to scholars who read various 
parts of the manuscript and generously shared their expert knowledge with 
me, including Professors Haim Avni, Sergio DellaPergola, Edy Kaufman, Jeff 
Lesser, and Victor A. Mirelman. Lois Baer Barr and David Sheinin read the 
entire manuscript critically. As always, I thank my husband, Sol M. Elkin, for 
his understanding and support. 


Ann Arbor, 1997 


PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION 


Jews do not figure in the postindependence history of Latin America as cur- 
rently written. Overlooked by Latin Americanists as too few and too marginal 
to affect the area’s development, they have likewise been regarded by Jewish 
scholars as outside the course of Jewish history. So we find that Latin American 
historians omit mention of a Jewish presence within the independent republics 
once the fires of the Inquisition have been banked. Historians and sociologists 
of the Jewish people, for their part, tend to overlook Latin America, grouping 
its Jewish communities under “Others” after more salient groups have been 
investigated. The Jews of Perpignan in the thirteenth century have been the 
subject of a monograph, as have the Jews of Washington, D.C., in the twentieth; 
but there is no history of the Jews of Latin America. 

Is there in fact any such entity as Latin American Jewry? The life of Jews 
moves within the lives of nations among whom they live, is shaped and altered 
by them. In the case of Latin America, without underestimating the differences 
that characterize the various republics, we may agree that there are also broad 
similarities. Cultural congruence, rooted in the phylogeny of their peoples, is 
the base upon which studies of such continent-wide phenomena as race, the 
military, the church, and the system of latifundia have all been founded. Immi- 
gration, too, is subject to continental analysis. Generally speaking, immigrants 
have had to integrate into societal molds that were Iberian and Catholic, that 
demanded of them not only conformity but complicity in a hierarchical social 
order that consigned them to a specialized and subordinate category. In accom- 
modating to such social orders, Jews all over Latin America faced similar 
constraints and opportunities. Molded by their own cultural heritage, they 
made similar adaptations. The result was the emergence of an identifiable 
Latin American Jewry, sharing certain economic, cultural, and social character- 
istics that distinguish them both from their matrix populations and from the 
Jewries of other continents. These shared characteristics include their origin 
as immigrants, a distinctive demographic profile, characteristic lifestyle, and 
mode of acculturation. Despite differences of nuance, Latin American Jews 
constitute an identifiable group, the study of which enlarges our understanding 
of Latin America and expands the universe of the Jewish diaspora. 

The reasons for Jewish invisibility have partly to do with the small number 
of people involved. There are probably just half a million Jews scattered through 
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the Latin American continent and adjacent islands. In all countries save Argen- 
tina, Jews comprise less than 1 percent of the population, so that recognition 
of their presence may strike some as an academic nicety.® 

But Jews have been numerically insignificant in all countries where they 
have dwelt. The vital Jewish community of seventeenth-century Amsterdam 
numbered no more than two thousand. Jews comprise rather less than 3 percent 
of the population of the United States,t yet they have profoundly influenced 
arts and letters, science, the economy, the administration of justice, and foreign 
policy, to name only major areas. Have Jews wielded a like influence within 
Latin America? If they have not, how may this be explained? If they have, 
why is this not perceived? 

Emergence of a Jewish entity to take its place beside the Indian, black, 
and Iberian populations that have already marked out the major areas of Latin 
American ethnic studies is hampered by the lack of a proper name for the 
group. Most Spanish and Portuguese terms for “Jew” are in varying degrees 
impolite, pejorative, or defamatory. Usage varies in different sectors of the 
continent and among different population strata: judio, israelita, and hebreo 
may all be used benignly. Ambiguous usage reflects the ambiguous status of 
the Jews themselves and provides a clue to the reasons for their invisibility: 
one does not discuss what one cannot name. 

As a concept of Latin American Jewry emerges, it becomes apparent that 
invisibility is a function of ambivalence in these societies that have not yet 
reexamined the medieval stereotype of the Jew and consequently cannot decide 
how to regard contemporary Jews. Traditional social structures rebuff and 
marginalize Jewish elements that are viewed as inconsistent with the national 
norm, and the evidence is that accommodation of the immigrants proceeded 
at a slower pace than the immigrants’ own acculturation. Yet absorption of 
immigrants into national life must be a reciprocal process: immigrants must 
be willing to acculturate, society must be willing to accommodate. 

How do Jews acculturate to Catholic societies that reject cultural pluralism 
as a valid ideal? Subjected to the cultural imperatives of Hispanic Catholicism, 
can Jews survive as Jews, or are they destined to assimilate or emigrate? The 
effort to arrange a modus vivendi between Hispanic and Judaic cultures, each 
containing elements historically antagonistic to the other, lends to the subject 
its peculiar interest. 

Numerous historians, sociologists, and enthusiasts have attempted to de- 
scribe particular Latin American Jewish communities, using voluminous pub- 
lished and unpublished materials produced, largely in Yiddish and Hebrew, by 
these communities themselves. For the most part, these studies present por- 
traits of Jewish communities set uneasily upon landscapes that bear little or 


°*Within the next decade, the Jewish population of the southern Americas declined 
to 386,700, and Argentina’s dropped below 1 percent of the total population of 
that country. 

+The 1990 estimate is 2.2 percent. 
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no resemblance to reality and that emphasize Jewish detachment from national 
life. No scholarly attention has been focused on that large proportion of Jews 
who merge into the matrix populations each year, nor has any attempt been 
made to reconcile these apparently contradictory phenomena. 

Till now, information derived from community and private surveys has not 
flowed into the field of Latin American studies because of the language barrier. 
The absence of communication between Jewish historians (for whom Latin 
America is peripheral) and Latin Americanists (for whom Jews are beneath the 
perceptual threshold) has prevented incorporation into the body of universal 
scholarship of that small amount of work which has been done. Here lies 
another reason for the invisibility of Latin American Jews. Synthesis of Jewish 
and Latin American data was required in order to establish the dimensions of 
Jewish life and to relate it to that of the national societies within which it moves. 

This task is here undertaken for the first time. The present study offers 
data relating to Jewish life in all the Latin American republics over a span of 
more than two hundred years. Some of the data were generated by scholarly 
studies. Where these are lacking, personal reminiscences, newspaper accounts, 
and other subjective materials were utilized in order to present as comprehen- 
sive a picture as possible. Data were supplemented by extensive interviewing 
in the United States and Latin America, which served to bridge gaps and test 
interpretations. Needless to say, the interpretations are my own. Some, I believe, 
will withstand challenge; others are offered as provocations to other scholars 
to investigate the disjuncture between two cultures that are in ambiguous 
contact with each other. . . . 


Ann Arbor, 1979 


THE JEWS OF LATIN AMERICA 


PART ONE 


THE FOUNDING 
OFA 
NEW/OLD WORLD 


CHAPTER 1 


Jews in the Spanish and 
Portuguese Dependencies 


Eden is located in the center of South America in a circle nine degrees in 
diameter, which amount to 160 leagues and a 
circumference of 460 leagues. 


—Antonio de Leon Pinelo, El paratso en el Nuevo Mundo 


DESPITE THE ELUSIVE nature of the history of Jews and Jewish converts 
in the Spanish and Portuguese New World, it is appropriate to open a narrative 
of modern times with a glimpse into the earlier period. Only in this way can 
we understand the mentality of the Jews who settled in Latin America following 
the attainment of independence and discover the preconceptions that greeted 
them on their arrival. 

It is a truism of Latin American history that events and ideologies of the 
colonial period imposed lasting patterns on the independent republics. In the 
case of Jews, the pattern was defined long before the imposition of Spanish 
and Portuguese rule in the Americas. At home, both kingdoms pursued policies 
that were intended to exclude Jews and the descendants of Jews from society, 
their purpose being to create a populace united in both political and religious 
allegiance. Subsequently, Jews and converted Jews were prohibited by law 
from entering the colonial dependencies of Spain, though, as we shall see, 
many of them did. Portugal tolerated the emigration of conversos to Brazil, but 
these eventually found themselves fearful for their physical survival. Because 
society dealt with Jews by proscribing them, Jews and their descendants figure 
in the history of the colonial period only as objects of legal or ecclesiastical 
procedures designed to reduce them to conformity, as penitents and impeni- 
tents exhibited to the people as examples of the horrors of deviance. This 
encounter between Jews and conversos, on the one hand, and a church-state 
system bent on their physical and spiritual eradication, on the other, provides 
the pyschological backdrop to the presence of Jews in the Latin American 
republics in modern times. 


4 THE FOUNDING OF A NEW/OLD WORLD 
Iberia 


Jews lived in the Iberian peninsula when Spain was a remote province of the 
Roman Empire. Before 1492, they functioned as a separate caste under Visi- 
goths, Christians, and Moors, alternately integrated into general society and 
marginalized from it, subjected to periodic pogroms, but also serving as an 
incubator for talented individuals who then were tapped for high public office. 
Characteristically, special legislation ordained and circumscribed the Jews’ par- 
ticipation in public life, protected them from excessive religious violence, and 
kept intact their communities in ghettos that were important sources of revenue 
for contending princes and princelings. 

In 1391, the inflammatory preaching of religious zealots, unrestrained by 
the church, aroused popular zeal for the extermination of Judaism and the 
total Christianization of society. Pogroms erupted in Seville and, proceeding 
northward, forced the conversion of thousands of Jews. In 1412-15, laws 
requiring Jews to leave their houses and quit their professions forced a wave 
of “voluntary” conversions, bringing into existence a new class of person: the 
converso, or New Christian.' Mass conversion created its own momentum, 
leading to voluntary conversions of a considerable number of Jews, probably 
because conversos were able to integrate themselves into Spanish life, whereas 
Jews suffered heavy legal disabilities. For the rich and well educated, conversion 
was an open sesame into lives of influence and public service. At a time when 
rationalism was challenging the religious beliefs of intellectuals, it may have 
seemed less important to retain one’s allegiance to “the dead law of Moses,” 
as the church called Judaism, than to collaborate with the dominant society in 
the creation of tolerable living conditions. Intermarriage with the best families 
of the land became common, and by the sixteenth century there was scarcely 
a noble family in Spain without its converso connection. 

Thousands of Spanish Jews, however, continued to adhere to their ancestral 
faith, and so the original body of Jewry divided into two groups living side by 
side: conversos and Jews. Related to each other by blood and marriage ties, 
the two groups found themselves cast into very different roles by society; yet 
their fates remained intertwined, for the church; alleged that the Jews presented 
a threat to the adoptive faith of the conversos. In 1480, the Inquisition was 
formally installed in the peninsula for the purpose of inquiring into the faith 
of the recently converted. Riding the crest of authority accrued through their 
defeat of the Moors and the unification of Christian Spain, the Catholic Kings, 
Isabella of Castile and Ferdinand of Aragon wrested authority over the Inquisi- 
tion, turning it into an instrument of the crown, not, as it was elsewhere, an 
instrument of the pope. 

As the eight-hundred-year civil war of the Reconquest drew to its close, a 
thirst for religious as well as national unification gripped the victorious Catho- 
lics. Within weeks of the fall of Granada, last Moorish bastion on the peninsula, 
the process of sieving Jews out of Spanish life culminated in the Edict of 
Expulsion. The Edict, issued on March 30, 1492, forced Spain’s remaining 
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Jews to choose between conversion to Catholicism and exile from Spain. Thou- 
sands of professing Jews now fled Spain for North Africa, Portugal, Italy, and 
the Ottoman Empire.’ 

Converts were allowed to stay on in Spain, and these now swelled the 
existing converso population. But the quality of the conversos’ faith had become 
a matter for official inquiry. The Holy Office of the Inquisition, the institution 
charged with defending the Catholic religion and Spanish culture against heresy, 
operated on the assumption that many conversos were not true Catholics, but 
Judaizers, practitioners of Jewish rites in secret: in short, heretics. Motivated 
by religious zeal and by greed—for the property of those arrested fell forfeit 
to the Holy Office and to those who denounced the alleged miscreants—the 
Inquisition moved against the conversos with all the combined power of church 
and state. Arrest without a right of habeas corpus; the application of judicial 
torture; bounty payments to informers; interminable periods of imprisonment 
without opportunity to learn what charge had been brought, and by whom; 
all were standard operating procedure, and all were duly recorded in the 
procesos (court records) of trials. Every conceivable method for extracting 
confessions from prisoners was brought into play, and yet the procesos fail to 
answer the fundamental question of the true nature of converso belief. In fact, 
if it has been impossible to determine how many Jews became Christians, the 
number of New Christians who remained secret Jews can only be a subject 
for speculation. 

Jewish historians who have memorialized the conversos imprisoned and 
tormented by the Inquisition have tended to operate on the same assumption 
as the Catholic establishment: these were secret Jews who had converted to 
save their lives and property, but they continued to practice their old religion 
in secret. Just who first called the conversos swine (Marranos) is uncertain, 
but the name stuck as a badge of honor. The Marranos are heroes in Jewish 
history. Conversos, however, were not at any time a cohesive group. There 
were beyond doubt genuine converts to Catholicism among them. Indeed, as 
early as 1499, the rabbis to whom such questions were addressed ruled that 
the Spanish conversos were voluntary converts and renegades and wrote them 
off as lost to Judaism.’ The closing of Jewish religious academies, the flight of 
Jewish scholars abroad, the destruction of Hebrew books, all prevented con- 
versos, whatever their inclination, from experiencing a genuine Jewish religious 
life. Their chief source of information about the Jewish religion came from the 
Bible in its Catholic version and the Edict of Faith, which the Inquisition issued 
periodically in order to exhort the Catholic faithful to detect and denounce 
Judaizers in their midst. Some stigmata noted in the Edict were bathing on 
Fridays and stripping the vein from the leg of an animal before cooking it. 
Consideration of such habits as heresy gives point to Benzion Netanyahu’s 
remark that “the aim of the Inquisition . . . was not to eradicate a Jewish heresy 
from the midst of the Marrano group, but to eradicate the Marrano group 
from the midst of the Spanish people.” 

Following this line of thought can lead one to the conclusion that Marranism 
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in its origin was a myth that satisfied the very different longings of the Jews 
and of their tormentors: the Jews for heroes they could idealize, the Inquisition 
for grounds to arrest conversos and enjoy their property. Netanyahu’s work 
on the subject opens with the question: who were the Marranos? and quickly 
confronts the reader with the challenging response: they were Christians. 

What, then, is one to make of the unrefuted record of murderous activity 
directed against the Marranos by the Inquisition? Why was the Catholic Church 
engaged in the business of killing Catholics? It has been suggested that this 
came about as a result of class warfare against the rising middle class, many 
of whose members were conversos.” More precisely, as with any political move- 
ment, motives of those who harassed conversos varied between the ideological 
and the commercial. It is as incorrect to assume that all New Christians were 
crypto-Jews as it is to affirm that there were no Judaizers at all among them 
and that the entire case against them was conceived in paranoia and dedicated 
to greed.° Leaving this argument behind, Netanyahu suggests that rivalry with 
New Christians for preferment by the crown created an anti-Marrano bias that 
was undergirded by racism. 


Looking for a quality common to all conversos, and at the same time 
so negative as to support the issuance of harsh restrictive laws against 
them, the racial theorists believed that such a quality should be sought 
not in what the Marranos did or believed, but in what they were as 
human beings. This did not seem to be a difficult task. For what they 
were was determined by their ethnic origin—or rather, as they put it, 
by their race. Since race, they maintained, formed man’s qualities and 
indeed his entire mental constitution, the Marranos, who were all off- 
spring of Jews, retained the racial makeup of their forebears. Hence 
ethnically they were what they (or their ancestors) had been before 
their conversion to Christianity; in other words, they were Jews.’ 


Whatever may have been the belief system of individuals who experienced 
conversion in their own flesh, any putative Judaism must have been very 
attenuated among their descendants of the third, fourth, fifth, sixth generation. 
Indeed, we know that the beliefs of individuals who admitted to Judaizing 
under torture were far different from the beliefs of normative Jews. Yet the 
definition of Jewishness has never been wholly confined within the limits of 
rabbinic law. While many descendants of converts embraced their new religion 
wholeheartedly, some who lived as Catholics retained their loyalty to Judaism 
for generations. Eventually, some of these crypto-Jews made their way to 
Holland or Italy, where they reverted openly to Judaism; such was the case 
with the family of the philosopher Baruch Spinoza, the rabbi-politician-seer 
Menasseh ben Israel, and the mercantile community of Amsterdam from which 
Rembrandt drew so many of his subjects. Persons who consider themselves 
Jews, who act upon this conviction, and who suffer punishment for it cannot 
be defined out of the Jewish people by legal rulings. The texture of converso 
religious life, like the song the sirens sang, may be beyond conjecture. The 
operative fact for our present history is that the ambiguity of Marrano mentality 
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in Spain obscures the history of “Jews” in the Spanish possessions overseas 
because we do not really know who they were. 

The case was somewhat different in Portugal. Here there was no long- 
drawn-out period of forced conversion alternating with voluntary conversion. 
In Portugal, Jews had lived in relative peace, and consequently many of the 
Spanish refugees of 1492 crossed over into that country. Pressures soon began 
to be exercised against them. When the Jews resisted conversion, hundreds of 
their children were kidnapped, forcibly baptized, and sent to the island of Sao 
Tomé in the Gulf of Guinea to be raised as Christians.* With the accession to 
the throne of Emanuel III (1495-1521) and his engagement to a daughter of 
Ferdinand and Isabella, Portugal was pressured by the Catholic monarchs to 
rid itself of Jews as Spain had done. But Emanuel viewed his Jews as an 
economic asset and did not wish to lose them. Instead, he had them all forcibly 
baptized. Thus, overnight in 1497, one-fifth of the Portuguese population 
became New Christians, cristéos novos. By the end of the sixteenth century, 
the line between Old Christian and New was so unclear that in both Europe 
and Latin America the names “Portuguese” and “Jew” became synonymous. 

It is a peculiar paradox of history that in the century leading up to these 
events, the Spanish prepared for themselves a set of rules to live by that 
ensured the survival of the old distinction between Jew and Christian long 
after there were no Jews left in the kingdom. This they did by developing and 
elaborating the concept of limpieza de sangre, cleanliness of blood, according 
to which all Jews or descendants of Jews, or persons penanced by the Inquisition, 
and all their descendants, carried a taint of impurity in their blood and were to 
be excluded from public life.’ Thus a caste of persons came into existence—the 
conversos—who were no longer Jews, but who were not accepted as Catho- 
lics either. 

The preoccupation with limpieza de sangre emerged among different popu- 
lation sectors in the Iberian peninsula in the fifteenth century. It became official 
policy during the reign of Philip II (1556-98) by which time the standard of 
“clean blood” was being applied by the crown, the church, the military orders, 
the universities, and all social strata according to their circumstances to the 
end of excluding the descendants of Jews and Moors from public life. New 
Christians were barred from holding office in any corporation, public or private. 
They were prohibited from entering an ecclesiastical career or joining a military 
order; they were barred from the university and from careers in medicine or 
pharmacy. They could not negotiate on the stock exchange, and measures were 
under consideration to prevent their marrying Old Christians. 

When Philip II brought Portugal under his rule, the policy of limpieza was 
extended to that kingdom as well as to all its dependencies overseas. By the end 
of the sixteenth century, it was popularly believed that neither the sacrament of 
baptism nor the practice of Christian virtue could change the fact of a person's 
Jewish origin. The ineradicable stain was in the blood, and there it stayed." 

Considering the pressures exerted on New Christians continually to prove 
and re-prove their religious orthodoxy and the increasing barriers placed in the 
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way of their integration into national life, it would not be surprising had some 
of them looked abroad for new homes. As the age of exploration dawned, the 
newly unified Spain was ready to play a role in competition with Portugal. A 
vision of redemption in far-off lands, of “lost tribes settling in New Canaans,” 
can be drawn from certain apocryphal writings, particularly the Book of Esdras. 
Jews who continued to live within the Judaic tradition viewed messianism with 
suspicion, but it would not be surprising if New Christians, who had opted 
out of Jewish life but who were denied access to the messianic promise of 
Christ, picked up on quite a different vision of messianic deliverance. The 
age of exploration now dawning offered a surrogate religious experience by 
presenting the possibility of the founding of new societies that would prefigure 
the nobility and innocence of paradise. In such a vision, Catholic, Protestant, 
and Jew could share and share alike.'! 

The money that financed Columbus's first voyage of discovery was lent to 
Queen Isabella by conversos who were closely associated with the court of 
Aragon, after the Catholic monarchs had turned down the would-be explorer 
“for the last time.” Columbus's first letter home was written, not to the king 
and queen, but to two of these patrons, Luis de Santangel, secretary of the 
exchequer to Ferdinand of Aragon, and Gabriel Sanchez, Ferdinand’s treasurer 
general. Both were New Christians: Santangel’s cousin had been burned at 
the stake, and he himself was saved from the Inquisition only by the intervention 
of Ferdinand. 

Several historians and many history buffs have tried to draw from these 
and other circumstances the inference that Spanish conversos were actively 
looking for a new land where they could live in peace, even that the alleged 
converso Christopher Columbus was their agent in such a search; a torrent of 
speculation on this subject was let loose during the Columbus Quincentenary 
Year.” Conversos had chosen Spain and exile from Judaism in preference to 
Judaism in exile from Spain. Now that Spain was rejecting them, some emi- 
grated to other Mediterranean lands, while others may have looked even further 
abroad for a resolution to the intolerable contradictions of their lives. The 
theory that the discovery of the New World had a converso (even a crypto- 
Jewish) hidden agenda is enticing. But proof, if proof there be, has been 
concealed with all the cunning the conversos mustered in order to protect 
their identity and their lives. 


The Indies 


If conversos hoped that the age of discovery would open up new lands for 
settlement, the crown was equally intent that the new lands should remain 
free of any Jewish or converso taint. From the start, the monarchs attempted 
to apply the policy of limpieza to the Indies. As early as 1501, Queen Isabella 
instructed Nicolas de Ovando, governor of Hispaniola, to bar Jews, Moors, 
heretics, New Christians, and persons penanced by the Inquisition, and their 
children or grandchildren, from settling in the Indies.’ Charles V repeated 
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the order in 1522, singling out “recent Jewish converts.” The instructions were 
included in the comprehensive Laws of the Indies and were repeated frequently 
over the next three centuries, illustrating both the continued hostility of the 
crown to settlers of Jewish descent and the persistence of New Christians in 
their efforts to share in the destiny of their homeland. Those who arrived in 
the New World were technically illegal immigrants who were committing a 
crime merely by virtue of being there, and they were subject to action by the 
state and by the Inquisition if they were caught. Nevertheless, the intense 
pressures exerted in Spain and Portugal against persons of Jewish descent 
resulted in the flight of numerous conversos and crypto-Jews to the New World, 
where the opportunity for anonymity was considerably greater than at home. 
Those who managed to elude the authorities in their quest for survival sought 
only to disappear, and consequently left no written trace. What is known of 
them comes from the dossiers of the Inquisition. 

Seven years after Cortés landed in Mexico, the first two persons fell victim 
to the policy of limpieza in the New World. One of these was Hernando Alonso, 
a blacksmith and ship’s carpenter who helped build the brigantines on which 
Cortés’s army embarked for the siege of Tenochtitlan (Mexico City, which at 
that date was situated in the middle of a lake). In the ensuing years, Alonso 
became a rancher and purveyor of meat to the Spanish army. Denounced for 
having rebaptized a child in wine and for having told his wife to stay away 
from church while menstruating, Alonso was convicted of Judaizing and burned 
at the stake in 1528.'* The actions Alonso was accused of are not Jewish customs, 
nor is there evidence that he embraced any Jewish beliefs. On balance, his 
prosecution may have been more a political than a religious ploy, an attempt 
by the Dominican order to tame the power of the conquistadors, bearing out the 
judgment of historians that “The Inquisition was the instrument for [societal] 
control. To be sure, the Inquisition possessed a religious function .. . but, and 
this is the critical element, in both the Spanish and Portuguese empires, the 
Inquisition was subordinated from its start to a nonreligious political agenda.” 
Characteristically, of the first “Judaizer” executed in the New World, we do 
not even know that he considered himself a Jew. The ambiguity of the Jewish 
presence within Spanish history was transferred to the New World intact. 

The crown was committed to restricting immigration to the pure of blood, 
but like everything else that lay within the royal power to grant or withhold, 
permits of exemption could be bought. Exclusion was difficult enough to 
enforce, and exemption from the law provided a ready source of cash to the 
perennially empty royal treasury.’ In 1509, the exclusion was partially lifted 
in consideration of a tax of 20,000 ducats. This benefit, extended for reasons 
of avarice, was periodically suspended for reasons of bigotry. Sometimes the 
effect of tightening the regulations was simply to drive up the price of the 
necessary certificate of limpieza. Also, because soldiers, sailors, and servants 
were not required to obtain a certificate, some conversos entered New Spain 
in these roles. Thus, despite the hazards, numerous persons of Jewish descent 
did in fact settle in Mexico by the mid-sixteenth century, but they lacked 
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assurance that they could live out their lives there. What proportion of these 
were faithful Catholics, which ones were Judaizers, and how many remained 
in a state of syncretic transition is impossible to determine. 

The occupations of conversos who came to the attention of the Inquisition 
in New Spain (a skewed sample, because not all conversos were denounced) 
indicate that they had come to the New World for the same reasons as everyone 
else: to earn a living and perhaps to strike it rich. Occupations of suspected 
Judaizers (Judaizantes) included merchant, mine owner, ship’s carpenter, pur- 
veyor of meat, monk, mortician, fencing master, clogmaker, peddler, carpenter, 
miner, tailor, seamstress, innkeeper, breeder of pigs, pharmacist, clergyman, 
public scribe, confectioner, merchant to China, Dominican priest, buyer and 
seller of African slaves, mayor of Tecali, secretary, owner of a sugar mill, doctor, 
army captain, vicar general of Michoacan, dealer in cattle, farmer, silversmith, 
handyman, shopkeeper, juggler, weaver, jeweler, the owner of a hacienda, and 
the chief constable of Cuazualco.'" The gamut of occupations reflected the 
conversos’ earlier integration into the economy of their homeland and their 
subsequent integration into the economy of their adopted society, structured 
as it was by the Catholic Church and a system of agriculture based on slavery, 
which was condoned by the church and licensed by the state. It was considered 
less important to utilize the skills conversos brought to the new colony than 
to confine or expel the persons who practiced these skills. Women prisoners 
were listed by family relationship rather than by occupation. There is record 
of one who was the sister of a Jesuit priest and mother of a Dominican monk. 
Having been raised in a Catholic household and having raised her own children 
as Catholics was not a sufficient warranty that a conversa would be allowed 
to take her place in society. 

The chief prize of the Holy Office of the Inquisition in New Spain was 
Luis de Carvajal y de la Cueva, conquistador, pacifier of the northern frontier, 
first governor of the province of Nuevo Leon, and faithful Catholic. He had 
been awarded a contract for the conquest and pacification of a vast territory 
stretching northwest of Mexico City; this contract, unlike most, did not specify 
that settlers going out with him had to produce certificates of limpieza. The 
governor recruited over a hundred of his relatives and friends to settle in 
Nuevo Leé6n, evidently ignorant of the fact that some of them were Judaizing, 
or perhaps calculating that, if they were, he was well advised to have them 
near, where he could keep an eye on them. These accompanied him, whether 
in the hope of improving their fortunes or in the hope that in that distant 
waste they could revert to their ancestral religion. Eventually, the Inquisition 
arrested, tortured, penanced, and executed most of the Carvajal family, includ- 
ing the governor’s nephew and namesake, Luis de Carvajal the younger, who 
became a martyr to his Jewish faith. Another nephew, Gaspar, a Dominican 
monk and authentic Catholic, was convicted of abetting and protecting Judaizers 
but was allowed to repent in the privacy of his monastery. The governor, 
stripped of office, honor, and property, died in jail.'* 

Better known to Mexican history are conversos who succeeded in making 
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their contributions in a Catholic mode. These may include Sor Juana Inés de 
la Cruz (1651-95), author of lyric and mystical poetry, who was known in 
Mexico as the “Tenth Muse”; and the Franciscan friar Bernardino de Sahagin, 
who compiled an encyclopedic work on Aztec culture that remains our primary 
source of information on that civilization. 

The Inquisition was introduced into Peru in 1570, but found few Judaizers 
in its early years. During the period 1580-1640 (the so-called Babylonian 
Captivity, when Portugal came under the rule of Spain), numerous Portuguese 
entered the viceroyalty, among them conversos. Again, we find them deployed 
widely through the economy. According to Inquisition records, persons with 
the following occupations were tried for Judaizing (keeping in mind that not 
everyone charged with that crime was a converso): merchants, peddlers, store 
owners, vendors, monks, doctors, writers, scribes, lawyers, candymakers, shoe- 
makers, silversmiths, a swordsmith, brokers of African slaves, carters, sailors, 
soldiers, grocers, a bailiff, a judge, a mayor, and two professional card sharks." 

The largest group (twenty-two) identified in Inquisition records were mer- 
chants, the next largest (thirteen) commercial travelers. In the course of time, 
converso merchants came to control much of the trade of South America, 
buying and selling in international trade and in trade among the colonies—much 
of which was prohibited by the mercantilist policies of the mother country. 
Their wealth and conspicuous lifestyle proved their undoing, for eventually 
their Old Christian competitors moved against them by impugning their faith. 
In August 1635, eighty-one persons were arrested by the Inquisition, sixty- 
four of these for Judaizing. All those arrested as Judaizers who survived torture 
appeared at the great auto-da-fé four years later, when eleven of the prisoners 
were burned at the stake as impenitent heretics and the rest sentenced to 
varying terms of imprisonment, forms of penance, or service in the galleys.” 

This event went down in Peruvian history as “la gran complicidad” (the 
great conspiracy), but curiously, at the sermon delivered on the great square 
in Lima while the impenitents awaited their immolation, no mention was made 
of a conspiracy. Nor were the prisoners questioned in their cells about a 
conspiracy, as determined from proceso records. As all of the prisoners’ consid- 
erable property fell forfeit to the Inquisition, any conspiracy that existed must 
have sprung from the minds of those who stood to benefit from the accusation.”! 

The destruction of the converso merchant community of Lima caused 
financial panic as creditors rushed to recover their debts before the Inquisition 
could sequester the property of those arrested, and conversos who had not 
been arrested fled the country. The Lima office of the Inquisition emerged as 
the wealthiest in the empire, but the viceroyalty was thrown into economic 
chaos. This was the climax of Inquisitorial activity against conversos in Peru. 
An office of the Inquisition was also opened in Cartagena in 1610, but it did 
a brisker business in witches than in Judaizers. 

The southern cone of South America did not escape notice, despite its 
considerable distance from the metropole. Its economy may have been ne- 
glected by the Spanish crown, but the faith of its inhabitants nonetheless came 
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under the scrutiny of the Inquisition, operating through its agents in Buenos 
Aires and elsewhere.” The most famous of its prisoners was the surgeon 
Francisco Maldonado de Silva of Tucuman, who was a crypto-Jew. Denounced 
by his pious Catholic sister, Maldonado de Silva became the most stiff-necked 
Jew in the dungeon of the Inquisition, writing religious tracts on scraps of 
paper and passing them along to other prisoners to encourage them in their 
resistance. Maldonado de Silva left no doubt as to his religious loyalties, for 
he circumcised himself, renamed himself Eli Nazareno, and fasted and prayed 
continually in his cell. After twelve years of imprisonment during which the 
Inquisitors alternately inquired into the tenets of his faith and forgot about 
him for long periods of time, he was taken out and incinerated along with 
participants in the so-called grand conspiracy of Lima.” 

Most New Christians who came to the New World were Portuguese rather 
than Spanish. In Spain, conversions forced and voluntary had been going on 
for a century prior to the advent of America on the European consciousness, 
and the descendants of Jews had largely assimilated by 1580. Jews who wanted 
above all to retain their religious faith had already left Spain when America 
appeared miraculously from out of the ocean. The Jews of Portugal (who 
included the Jewish faithful exiled from Spain) were forcibly converted in one 
blow in 1497; they were assisted in this by the fact that their children were 
converted first and they did not want to be separated from them. Under the 
circumstances, the proportion who continued to practice Judaism secretly must 
have been large. 

Confusion over identity occurred during the Babylonian Captivity, when 
Portuguese could freely enter Spain and the Spanish possessions. During this 
period, large numbers of Portuguese conversos crossed over La Plata from 
Brazil into present-day Argentina. From there, many worked their way north- 
ward up the smugglers’ trail to Potosf (in present- day Bolivia), where rose the 
silver mountain that was the treasure-house of Spain and the tomb of countless 
Native American miners. Portuguese Jews who fled Brazil in the wake of 
Inquisitorial visitations built up the illegal commerce of Buenos Aires, im- 
porting West African slaves and exporting the silver of Potosi.» Everywhere 
the unwelcome commercial competition of the Portuguese won for them the 
contemptuous appellation judio, or Jew; consequently, it is unclear just how 
many of these merchants were in fact of Jewish or converso origin. 

Considering Portugal's small population (perhaps one million at the time 
that colonization of Brazil began), it was sometimes deemed more expedient 
to banish heretics to Brazil than to forbid their going there. At various times, 
New Christians were prohibited or encouraged to emigrate from Portugal, 
each change in law being accompanied by a demand for a heavy fine on “the 
descendants of the New Christians of the Hebrew Nation of Portugal.” The 
Portuguese were, after all, simultaneously trying to hold down Goa, Macao, 
Ceylon, and Angola. The result of this colonial policy, compounded of equal 
parts venality, valor, and vacillation, was that quite a few cristdos novos were 
enlisted in the cause of empire. These included Fernao de Noronha, who was 
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a knight of the royal household and probably a voluntary convert and who 
brought an entire company of conversos to settle the land granted him by the 
crown; Jodo Ramalhé, notorious fifteenth-century castaway who, together with 
his multitudinous halfbreed offspring, eased Portuguese penetration of the 
continent; Gaspar da Gama, a Polish Jew captured by Muslim traders and 
converted to Islam, who became a counselor to the Arab ruler of Goa, was 
subsequently shanghaied and baptized a Christian by Vasco da Gama, and 
later served with Pedro Cabral on the expedition that discovered Brazil; and 
Tiradentes, the Toothpuller, who was a precursor of Brazilian independence 
and who was hanged for treason in 1789. 

A large proportion of the white population of Pernambuco in the sixteenth 
century were probably Judaizers. They practiced a wide range of occupations: 
owners and managers of sugar plantations and sugar mills, farmers, owners of 
boardinghouses. They had a synagogue (but probably no scrolls of the law) at 
Camaragibe. Apparently, many officials of the Catholic Church were conversos, 
as we know from the royal order prohibiting their assignment to Brazil. Lay 
conversos were not barred from Brazil, but they remained subject to the 
Inquisition if they reverted to Judaism. Perhaps as a result of mixed motives, 
Brazil never had an autonomous office of the Inquisition; instead, inspectors 
were sent out to Brazil periodically, and suspects were remanded to Lisbon 
for trial. A nuanced study of converso intellectuals such as Bento Teixeira 
(1561-1600), author of the epic poem Prosopopéia (who wound up in an 
Inquisition prison); and Ambrosio Fernandes Brandao, author in 1618 of the 
Didlogos das Grandezas do Brazil, provides a novel insight into their mentality. 
Long dismissed as a poor imitation of Camdes’ Os Lustadas, the Prosopopéia 
may be read as a call to fellow cristaos novos to resist Portuguese oppression.” 

Records of the Inquisition’s visitation to Brazil in 1618-19 show that many 
Brazilian conversos were Judaizing and were in touch with the openly professing 
Jews of Amsterdam. That city was then a world trade center, and the relative 
tolerance of Calvinism had attracted Spanish and Portuguese exiles to Holland. 
Some families had branches in both Holland and Brazil, a factor that fostered 
trade between the two countries and kept the crypto-Jews of Brazil in touch 
with the living body of Judaism.” Nevertheless, it must be said that Brazilian 
conversos made the voluntary decision to stay where they were and to continue 
living as Catholics, giving point to Cohen’s observation that for some Sephardim, 
the choice of religion was situational. 

A variety of adjustments were made by cristaos novos in Brazil. Perhaps 
none fitted into society as smoothly as those who lived in Bahia in the mid- 
seventeenth century. They comprised 20 percent of the white population of 
eight to ten thousand and attained positions of wealth and prestige at the 
core of society.” Twenty percent of conversos who were brought before the 
Inquisition were owners of sugar mills (senhores de engenhos) or merchants 
in the lucrative international sugar trade. Although the same laws of purity of 
blood that excluded conversos from public life in Portugal were supposed to 
prevail in Brazil as well, in fact cristéos novos served on the governing Camara 
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and held posts in government and administration.” A full 32 percent of cristaos 
novos who were haled before the Inquisition were practicing a profession—law- 
yer, solicitor, scribe, judge, treasurer, tax collector—all occupations forbidden 
to conversos. Ownership of land and slaves conferred status, and apparently 
anyone who could acquire the means to live like a lord (fidalgo) was allowed 
to become one—though again, conversos were not legally allowed to become 
fidalgos. Intermarriage with Old Christians followed as a matter of course. 

The crist&os novos were aided in their effort to assimilate by the desperate 
need for European manpower in the face of Native Americans who died rather 
than submit to regimented labor and African slaves who died of too much 
regimented labor—at that time, the mill owners found it cheaper to replace 
slaves every seven years than to feed them adequately. The distance from the 
homeland and the size of the territory to be subdued placed a premium on 
European skills, which the Portuguese were loath to see go to waste. The 
converso who was despised at home automatically qualified on arrival in Brazil 
for a higher social status owing to his white skin and European upbringing. 
Why be a heretic, if one could be a lord? 

The conversos, of course, were neither Jews nor foreigners, but baptized 
Portuguese. Having been brought up in the Catholic faith, neither they nor 
their parents had had contact with the living Jewish tradition. After the lapse 
of 150 years, they differed decisively from the Jewish people from whom they 
originated, even though some vestiges of “Jewish” behavior may have been 
retained.’ Such a vestige might amount to no more than a futile gesture of 
protest, such as that of the senhor de engenho who caused to be placed in a 
shrine a statue of St. Teresa bearing the features of his own daughter who had 
been burned at the stake. 

About 12 percent of cristaos novos in seventeenth-century Bahia were 
proletarian, including shoemakers, barbers, musicians, bakers, and sailors.” 
These tended to marry into the mixed castes and disappear from the record. 
The people most likely to run afoul of the Inquisition were the merchants and 
commercial travelers, who together made up 36 percent of the converso work- 
ing population. Traveling between Brazil, Portugal, Holland, and the city of 
Hamburg (at the time a center for the international sugar trade), they might 
well have chosen to remain abroad beyond the clutches of the Inquisition. But 
even some of those who had been penanced preferred to return to their homes 
in Brazil rather than exile themselves in order to live as Jews. 

In the second and third decades of the seventeenth century, the Dutch 
West India Company conquered the rich northeast coast of Brazil. They held 
onto Bahia for one year only, but retained Pernambuco, Recife, and Olinda 
for a quarter century. In each locale, the Dutch Reform Church was established, 
with a sometimes grudging grant of toleration to other religions. Thus it became 
possible for Brazilian crypto-Jews to move to Pernambuco or Recife and openly 
revert to Judaism. An unknown number, but not all, New Christians did exactly 
this (the Dutch destroyed their records before leaving Brazil). Those who were 
subsequently captured by the Portuguese were either hanged as traitors or 


Jews in the Spanish and Portuguese Dependencies 15 


sent to Lisbon for trial as heretics.* When the Portuguese reoccupied their 
coastal cities, Inquisitorial activity was renewed with a vengeance. Brazilian 
“heretics” (Jews who had been baptized but subsequently reverted to Judaism) 
were the staple participants in Portuguese autos-da-fé until 1769. During this 
period, probably four hundred conversos were tried and penanced; of these, 
eighteen were executed but only one was burned alive. 

That one was Isaac de Castro Tartas, who went from Amsterdam to Dutch 
Brazil and then moved on to Portuguese Bahia. An enigmatic character, de 
Castro had a reputation as a brilliant scholar. A secret Jew, he adopted a Catholic 
lifestyle in Bahia but was arrested as a heretic and sent to Lisbon for trial. 
His defense was that he had never been baptized. (An unbaptized Jew was 
not a heretic, but a Jew, and beyond the jurisdiction of the Inquisition.) His 
inquisitors determined to their own satisfaction that he had been baptized, 
and he was burned alive for it on 14 December 1647.* The question of why 
a believing Jew would move from Dutch to Portuguese jurisdiction cannot be 
answered satisfactorily. Perhaps he was eluding the forces of justice in Holland; 
perhaps, as claimed by witnesses at his trial, he wished to spread Judaism 
among the New Christians of Bahia. If the latter, there is no record that he 
made any converts. 

A great loss to Portuguese literature was sustained through the execution 
of Antonio José da Silva, a young law student who was on his way to becoming 
a major playwright. Author of fables, humorous poetry, and raunchy comedies, 
da Silva was burned at the stake on 19 October 1739 while one of his plays 
was being performed at a local theater.» 

It was left to the clever Marquis de Pombal to suggest to King José I that 
the distinction between Old Christian and New be officially wiped out. The 
destruction of records in 1773 ended the ability of government or church to 
discriminate, made it impossible for historians to trace the descendants of 
Portuguese conversos, and achieved what the Inquisition had claimed it wanted 
to achieve all along: the disappearance of the Jews and their descendants from 
Portugal and from Brazil. 


Overt Jewish Communities 


Identifiable Jewish life appeared during the mid-seventeenth century in regions 
that were captured from the Spanish or Portuguese by non-Iberian powers. 
When the Dutch West India Company set its sights on the northeast coast of 
Brazil, Jews of Holland (some of them Portuguese by birth) participated as 
stockholders in planning the raids, went out with the expeditions as soldiers, 
and settled in the conquered areas.” How this invasion was viewed by New 
Christians living on the Brazilian coast became a tortured political question; 
at the time, the story was put about that the capture of Bahia was caused by 
New Christian treachery. To some, it seemed plausible that a Dutch invasion, 
bringing with it the promise of religious toleration, would be welcomed by the 
cristéos novos; the canard was enshrined in a play by Lope de Vega. But the 
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charge was demolished three centuries later by the Brazilian historian Anita 
Novinsky, who has shown that cristaos novos living in Bahia participated in 
the defense of their own city and of Pernambuco against the marauding heretics 
and their Jewish allies. Their contributions in money, manpower, and leadership 
were in rough proportion to their weight in the population and the economy. 
Furthermore, of twenty-two persons denounced by contemporaries as Dutch 
collaborators, just six were cristaos novos. A decade later, an inquest aimed at 
identifying clergy who had crossed lines during the war turned up eight Catholic 
priests, forty-eight Old Christians, and twenty-four New Christians.” Evidently, 
people acted according to what they conceived to be their own interests, not 
some preconceived notion of what was required of them as a Catholic, a Jew, 
or a converso. This includes the bishop of Bahia, whose premature flight from 
the city triggered the panic that led to Bahia’s fall. Internal criticism of the 
bishop by those who knew what had happened “was smothered under a blanket 
of more public praise for his actions and simultaneous condemnation of New 
Christian treason.”» 

Once the Dutch established a foothold on the Brazilian coast, this New 
Holland attracted settlers from the homeland, including Jews. One group of 
two hundred Jewish settlers came out from Amsterdam in 1642 under the 
leadership of Rabbi Isaac Aboab. Shortly thereafter, they were able to gain 
official permission to establish a synagogue in Recife. A synagogue opened in 
Mauricia, probably another in Paraiba, and services were conducted in private 
homes as well.” 

A census of Dutch Brazil taken in 1645 showed a total population of 12,703, 
of whom 2,899 were free white civilians. Perhaps half of these were Jews." 
Hostility toward them began to develop as commercial competition in the little 
outposts became keener. Also, as Portuguese and Dutch learned each other's 
language, middlemen were no longer so important. Calvinist preachers who 
had opposed toleration from the start repeatedly urged the governor to close 
the synagogues. But successive Dutch administrations, intent on maximizing 
profitable trade, safeguarded the religious rights of their Jewish subjects—sub- 
ject to the hazards of war and diplomacy. When the Dutch were driven from 
the Brazilian coast by the Portuguese Brazilians in 1654, the Jews had to 
evacuate with them. One hundred and fifty Jewish families now returned to 
Amsterdam; others went elsewhere in the Caribbean; and twenty-three strag- 
glers wound up in the port of New Amsterdam, where Governor Peter Stuyve- 
sant reluctantly admitted them on orders from his stockholders back home. 
This group formed the first Jewish congregation on Manhattan Island. They 
named it, appropriately, Shearith Israel, the Remnant of Israel.*! 

The Dutch also captured Curagao in 1634, and some Jewish refugees from 
Brazil headed for that island after a brief return to Amsterdam had confirmed 
their preference for tropical climes. Another contingent of twelve families 
tried to ehtabiish a Jewish farming colony on Curagao. Failing, they turned to 
commerce.” Jews from Italy, Guadeloupe, Suriname, and Portugal ‘also settled 
on this island, located conveniently offshore of Caracas, entrepot for the intro- 
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duction of contraband into the prohibited Spanish American market.” Thus, 
the first Jews to settle openly in the Western Hemisphere were Portuguese- 
and Spanish-speaking Sephardim.* In 1715 they probably accounted for 36 
percent of the white population of Curagao. Working as sailors, navigators, 
merchants, slavers, and pirates, they dominated the island’s shipping.” 

This was a tightly organized community, determined to retain its religious 
heritage and cultural identity intact. Endogamous marriage was strongly en- 
couraged; aloofness between different segments of society guaranteed that 
Jewish weddings would take place in a synagogue and that the children would 
be raised as Jews. Cousin marriage was a continuous feature of these matches, 
as it was for the Portuguese of Brazil and the Sephardim of New York." Despite 
their economic integration, Jews were still being referred to by the Dutch 
government as “the Portuguese Nation” 150 years after their settlement on 
Curacao. It was only after the Napoleonic emancipation that the Jews, newly 
eligible for appointment to government positions, switched from the Portu- 
guese language to Dutch in their synagogue.* 

From Amsterdam, Curacao, and other Dutch-protected areas, Sephardic 
merchants fanned out to other Caribbean islands and contiguous areas of the 
mainland, especially Suriname, which in the eighteenth century was the premier 
Jewish settlement in the Americas and arguably the most privileged Jewish 
community in the world.* Some settled in the British Antilles, notably Jamaica, 
which came under British rule in Oliver Cromwell's time and thus is not usually 
included in the polymorphous term “Latin America.” Other groups established 
themselves, at least for brief periods, on Barbados, St. Croix, Nevis, St. Thomas, 
and St. Kitts; in Panama and Costa Rica; in New York City and in Charleston, 
South Carolina. By actions of 17 July 1657 and 24 September 1658, the States 
General of Holland recognized the Jews as Dutch citizens and defended them 
as such when any were captured at sea by Spaniards.” This became an important 
factor in the ability of Jews to engage freely in trade and shipping in the 
Caribbean area. The French monarchy granted Jews the privilege of settling 
in lands under French dominion in a series of lettres patentes issued from the 
sixteenth through the eighteenth century. Consequently, there were Curagaoan 
Jews to be found in Guadeloupe and Martinique (where Brazilian exiles gave 
a stimulus to sugar manufacture), the Mississippi territory, French Santo Do- 
mingo (Haiti), and the Dominican Republic, which latter territory Spain ceded 
to France in 1795.”! 

Sephardic immigrants to Santo Domingo were well received, and they 
acculturated quickly. Arriving mostly as commercial travelers for Curagaoan 
firms, they became involved in the financing of Dominican political and military 
ventures, particularly the war of indepence from Haiti (1844). In a letter 
written in 1846, the president of the republic noted that the Jews attended 
church and made charitable contributions through ecclesiastical authorities 
while at the same time the church was praying for their conversion. That, 
concluded the president, would be achieved not by persecution but by sweet 
persuasion.” In the atmosphere of the republic, substantially afrancesado due 
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to the period of French occupation, Masonic lodges provided a neutral meeting 
ground for Christians and Jews. The president and the Jewish merchant in 
whose defense he wrote his letter of toleration were lodge brothers. Accepted 
by society and prospering in trade, Jews married local women and raised their 
children as Catholics. As the president predicted, the conversion of the Jews 
took place through sweet persuasion, and their descendants are traceable among 
upper-class Dominican families today.” 

In these outposts of empire, Jews, as whites, belonged partially to the upper 
class, separated from blacks by color and by legal status; but nowhere did they 
enjoy the same political and social acceptance as other members of white 
society. Their demographic profile did not differ significantly from the demo- 
graphics of non-Jews, as Robert Cohen has shown for the islands of Barbados, 
Jamaica, and Martinique. In the seventeenth century, all lives were grimly 
circumscribed by early death. Jews and non-Jews did differ, however, with 
respect to their long-term ambitions: wealthy non-Jewish merchants moved 
on to New England, planters to the Carolinas. Wealthy Jews tended to remain 
permanently on the islands; those who left “looked to the Old World” and—like 
the American Confederate Judah Benjamin—retired to London, then just 
becoming the hub of international commerce.” 

Those who succeeded in establishing themselves under Dutch jurisdiction 
prospered as traders, middlemen, interpreters, and brokers of slaves. The 
Dutch West India Company monopolized the import of slaves, but private 
entrepreneurs ran the slave auctions. Among the latter were conversos, who 
also provided the credit that owners of sugar mills needed until the crop was 
brought in. In assuming the role of broker in the slave trade, Jews and conversos 
were operating within a system of international trade licensed by governments 
and sanctioned by the Catholic Church. Following Aristotelian thought, Catho- 
lics of the period accepted the division of humankind into superior and inferior 
races, the latter brought into being in order to serve the former. The Spanish, 
Portuguese, Dutch, French, and English governments all sold licenses (asientos) 
allowing entrepreneurs to engage in the transatlantic slave trade. The expensive 
license was eagerly sought after by traders, the great majority of whom were 
Old Christians. This ideological dehumanization presumably enabled slave 
traders to sleep at night. 

Later generations, repelled by slavery, quite rightly condemn the system 
from which European wealth was generated. But within the context of their 
times, the New Christians and Jews who participated at the margins of the 
trade were operating within a system they had not created and which they had 
no power to change. The fact that the Catholic Church approved of slavery 
(indeed, itself owned slaves) and that governments licensed it cannot be used 
to demonstrate the moral depravity of particular individuals without demon- 
strating also the distance humankind has come in the past 300 years in recogniz- 
ing the sacredness of all human life. 

Many Sephardim who settled on Caribbean islands achieved substantial 
commercial success. This has been ascribed by Yosef Haim Yerushalmi to two 
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major factors. The first of these was the maintenance of family ties between 
New Christians and avowed Jews; the second, that these family linkages facili- 
tated access to mutually hostile areas of the colonial world, then being fought 
over by Spain, Portugal, Holland, and England: 


Within world Jewry from the sixteenth through the eighteenth centuries 
the Sephardic and Marrano diasporas constituted, in both a metaphoric 
and an actual sense, a huge extended family. Acutely conscious of sharing 
a common origin, historic fate, and collective identity, geographical 
distance alone could not loosen the close and intricate web of relation- 
ships that bound them together. Quite often these were real ties of 
blood and kinship. Within a given family some members might be living 
openly as Jews in Turkey and the Balkans, Italy and North Africa, 
while others were still “New Christians,” whether believing Catholics 
or crypto-Jews, in the Iberian Peninsula, in the New World, or in 
Portuguese India. The links among them transcended all the religious 
and geopolitical boundaries that divided the Christian and Muslim 
worlds, or Protestant from Catholic countries. In this international 
solidarity lay at least one of the major sources of Sephardic mercan- 
tile success.”* 


Scattered as they had been by the hazards of expulsion, inquisition, and 
toleration, Sephardim grasped the opportunities for trade that were presented 
to them in the sixteenth century by the hostility between Christian Europe and 
the Ottoman Empire, and in the seventeenth century by the Dutch challenge to 
the Spanish/Portuguese hegemony in the New World.” The family linkages 
among Sephardim (of all religions or none) enabled them to navigate treacher- 
ous political currents to emerge as successful merchants at a time when interna- 
tional trade was still trammeled by the mercantilist policies of the great powers. 
Naturally, there was from time to time a price to be paid: Jews of St. Eustatius 
were banished and their property confiscated because they forwarded supplies 
to the American patriots during the War of Independence against Britain.* 


Latin America Achieves Independence 


Jews remained hesitant to enter Spanish America proper, even after attainment 
of independence in the first quarter of the nineteenth century. There existed 
for some years the real possibility of a Spanish intervention to regain control 
of the chaotic republics, in which case the Inquisition might have been reinsti- 
tuted, as had been the case when the Portuguese retook the Brazilian coast 
from the Dutch. The independent governments moved with more or less 
deliberation to abolish the office of the Inquisition within their own boundaries, 
but it was more difficult to abolish the Inquisition mentality, which had had 
free rein in the dependencies for four centuries. What was abolished was the 
institutionalization of limpieza, the legal qualification for permanent residence 
and for holding office. Also abolished was the incitement to denunciation that 
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the Inquisition had provided by rewarding informers with a percentage of the 
property taken from those they denounced. What remained was the stigma, 
embedded in the very language people spoke. Some usages that remain com- 
mon in Spanish today include judio to mean a miser, hebreo as a synonym for 
usurer, Cohen to mean a sorcerer or a bawd, and sinagoga to imply a conspir- 
acy.” In similar vein, the Pequeno Diciondrio Brasileiro da Lingua Portuguésa 
defines Judeu as “Homem mau, individuo avarento ou negocista” [an evil 
man, avaricious person, one given to sharp practices]. The Portuguese-English 
Dictionary published by Stanford University Press defines Judeu simply 
as “Jew.” 

The Christian legend on which Iberian society had based its drive for 
purification was that there existed two inexorable enemies of Christ: the devil 
and the Jews.” Inevitably, it was assumed there was an alliance between the 
two. This ancient legend, transmitted to Latin America by missionaries sent 
to evangelize the Native Americans, was imposed upon pagans who had never 
seen a Jew, producing a situation where the concepts “judio” and “diablo” came 
to be synonyms." European-derived peoples may be aware of countervailing, 
pro-Judaic legends, but in Mexican villages today, Easter continues to feature 
ritualized warfare between the forces of light and the forces of darkness, 
the latter personified by nude men painted as devils, who are called, plainly 
enough, “judfos.” 

The standard term for “Jew” in government documents in modern times 
is israelita, a term that is regarded by some as a circumlocution comparable 
to the old-fashioned use of “Hebrew” in the United States; this term, too, is 
pejorative in Central America. In Peru, “the word Jew has been considered 
an insult,” said the president of the Zionist Federation in 1974. “We therefore 
avoid the word Jew in public and use instead the term Israelite.” Shortly 
thereafter, the Jewish community of Peru let it be known that they preferred 
judio after all to avoid unfortunate confusion between Peruvian Jews and 
citizens of Israel. The confusion reflects the public’s continuing hesitation, if 
not aversion, to addressing fellow citizens who are Jews. 

As the nineteenth century progressed, Sephardic merchants moved outward 
from their homes in Curacao, Suriname, Jamaica, Barbados, and other portions 
of the Antilles into other Caribbean islands and the countries of the Spanish 
Main. Surprisingly, a few individual traders and even some families of Cura- 
gaoan Jews took up residence in two dozen Venezuelan towns in the mid- 
nineteenth century. Five Colombian locations can also be documented. Many 
of these Sephardim intermarried, passing along their characteristic names to 
their Catholic descendants. Sephardic peregrinations were premodern in the 
sense that they constituted a mobile merchant class at home anywhere in the 
Caribbean; they retained their ties to Curagao, returning there to marry or to 
die. Because of the number of males who married abroad, a surplus of unmar- 
ried Sephardic women remained on the island. This was one factor that kept 
the size of the mother community small; it numbered no more than a thousand 
at its height.” Folklore identifies Portuguese Sephardim as the founders of 
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most contemporary Latin American Jewish communities. This is probably true 
for the circum-Caribbean. Their numbers were never sufficient, however, to 
sustain the omnipresence attributed to them. 

Folklore has it that Marranos who survived the colonial period were the 
progenitors of contemporary Jewish communities. This is not in fact the case. 
Descendants of those who were not killed may well have survived physically, 
some even with memories of Jewish tradition, however distorted by the secrecy 
imposed upon them. But they survived as Catholics. A case in point is the 
family of Juan Lépez, burned at the stake in Lisbon for Judaizing. His family 
fled first to Valladolid, Spain, and then to Tucumén in present-day Argentina, 
where his son, Diego Lépez de Lisboa, became regidor del cabildo, or secretary 
to the town. Diego ultimately became chaplain and majordomo to the arch- 
bishop of Lima, Fernando Arias de Ugarte. One of his sons, Diego de Leén 
Pinelo, became rector of the University of San Marcos in that city. Another 
son, Antonio de Leén Pinelo, became procurador of Buenos Aires in 1621 and 
later was chosen to compile the official registry of all the laws of the Indies. 
There is no way the crown or the church would have tolerated in positions of 
trust these men, who were known to be New Christians, had their Catholic 
faith been in any doubt whatever. In 1650, Antonio completed his masterwork, 
El paraiso en el nuevo mundo (Paradise in the New World), in which he proved 
from the writings of ancient church fathers that the Garden of Eden is located 
on the banks of the Marafion, near the region of Iquitos.* For the Pinelos at 
least, the statement was true. 

Contemporary Latin American Jews are the product of nineteenth- and 
twentieth-century migrations. The intermittent retrieval of Jewish ritual articles 
from forgotten corners of grandparents’ homes have fed stories of a continuing 
Marrano presence; but these family heirlooms are often found to be memora- 
bilia of nineteenth-century immigrants who discovered that discretion was the 
better part of valor, yet who hesitated to throw away the candelabra and the 
ram’s horns that symbolized their tradition. Consequent on the activities of 
the Inquisition and relentless pursuit of the chimera of clean blood, all overt 
manifestations of a Jewish presence had been extinguished by the time the 
immigrants arrived. 

As victims of Spanish bigotry, Jews always attracted the sympathy of anti- 
Spanish and anticlerical factions. Individuals in revolt against their peninsular 
heritage and seeking to escape the subordinate status decreed by their Native 
American heritage may fashion themselves a new identity through activating 
their empathy with others who suffered at the hands of their common father- 
land. For example, it is customary to observe that El Inca Garcilaso de la Vega, 
son of a Spanish conquistador and an Inca princess who was set aside in favor 
of a Spanish wife, came to terms with his ambiguous heritage by writing the 
monumental Royal Commentaries of the Inca. But Garcilaso’s first published 
work was a translation from Italian into Spanish of the Dialoghi d’Amore, a 
book by the platonic philosopher Leon Hebreo, né Judah Abravanel, a Spanish 
Jew whose family had been expelled from Spain in 1492. The young José Marti, 
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later to become the liberator of Cuba, wrung from the University of Saragossa 
the right to offer Hebrew as his foreign language. There is a persistent story 
that descendants of conversos still living in Spain in the nineteenth century 
lent their talents and their fortunes to the achievement of Cuban independence. 

The theme of the Jew who is not a Jew, the Catholic who is not that either, 
is woven throughout Latin American history. At the end of the seventeenth 
century, one would have been hard put to distinguish New Christian from 
Old, due to intermarriage, disappearance beyond the frontier, and destruction 
of records. But even after the Inquisition ceased to function, the possibility 
that some people possessed a secret dual identity fostered suspicion. Through- 
out Latin America, aspiration to public office was certain to trigger an inquiry 
into one’s limpieza, and no one could be sure what a thorough investigation 
of his lineage might turn up. The charge of racial impurity was viewed as a 
valid political ploy, and it retained its sting through the twentieth century.” 

By the time independence had been achieved all across the continent, 
Marranos, conversos, cristaos novos, and “Portuguese” all were passing into 
the realm of mythology from which historians are only now rescuing them. 
But the era left a distinctive heritage. No Jew would henceforth enter the 
Spanish- and Portuguese-speaking republics without being aware of what had 
happened here in the past. The new republics would have to achieve indepen- 
dence, not just from Spain and Portugal but from the temporal power of the 
Catholic Church, before Jewish immigrants would be attracted to their shores. 
And when the match had been made once more between the Jewish and 
Iberian cultures, the nature of the relationship would be colored ineluctably 
by what had gone before. 

Jews declared Spain anathema after the Expulsion, vowing never to return 
to the land that had treated them so hardly. Conversos, for their part, made 
so profound an identification with the majority population that they disappeared 
as a separate entity—though handfuls of them are now emerging from under- 
ground to reveal their distinctive mix of Catholic and Jewish customs. The 
name “Marrano,” intended to be pejorative, took on overtones of undying 
loyalty to the Jewish people, which, of course, was the very essence of the 
Inquisition charge against them. 

How much of this ambiguity would be transferred to American lands of 
Iberian culture? How closely would prospective immigrants identify contempo- 
rary Argentina or Mexico or Peru with the actions and attitudes of the Spanish 
Inquisition? Did fear of a recurrence of religious fanaticism deter potential 
Jewish immigrants? Obviously, the motivations of all immigrants to the New 
World cannot be divined. We know that many were seeking religious freedom. 
What can be said with certainty is that very few Jews settled in Latin America 
during the first century of that continent’s independence. 


PART TWO 


THE 
IMMIGRATION 
YEARS 


CHAPTER 2 


The First Jewish 
Immigrants to the 


Independent Republics, 
1830-1889 


As Argentina opened its doors to immigration for the first time, 
its readiness to receive Jewish immigrants exceeded by far 
the interest of Jews in settling there. 


—Haim Avni 


JEWs COULD NOT have settled in the Latin American republics had not 
radical changes overtaken the colonies on their road from dependence to 
autonomy. These changes legitimated the presence of Jews, yet never led to 
rejection of the belief system that had formerly mandated their exclusion. 
Consequently, the life of Jews of the Latin American republics moves in a 
different context from the life of Jews in the Spanish and Portuguese dependen- 
cies; but it is a context shaped by ideas rooted in the earlier era. 


Immigration Debates: Tradition versus Modernization 


The exclusivism of Spanish and Portuguese rule and the desire either to sustain 
or to reject it was the starting point for both proponents and opponents of 
immigration. The merits and drawbacks of recruiting European immigrants 
were debated all over the continent in the middle decades of the nineteenth 
century, and always the touchstone was the preexisting value system and 
whether to retain or to modify it. Certain central issues, overlapping but with 
differences of nuance, surfaced at slightly different times and in somewhat 
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different terms in each of the republics. But wherever they were debated, the 
attitudes expressed by legislators, journalists, and molders of public opinion 
helped determine the type of legislation that would be passed and therefore 
determined also the type of immigrant the country would eventually receive. 
Viewed with hindsight, it is clear that the attitudes expressed during the debates 
over immigration spelled out the limits of accommodation the republics would 
be willing to offer their immigrants. 

The debates centered on certain universal themes that appeared in precincts 
of the continent that were quite unlike one another in other respects: (a) the 
need to break the Catholic monopoly of faith in order to attract new immigrants 
(preferably from northern Europe) versus the desire to retain a Catholic stand- 
ard that was intrinsic to the way of life of the elite and that many did not 
desire to see changed; (b) the desire for large-scale immigration of farm and 
factory hands for the purpose of supplying a reservoir of labor, its wages 
continually depressed by the arrival of new boatloads of the unemployed, 
versus the fear that large cohorts of immigrants would make economic and 
social demands that would destabilize society; (c) the hope that European 
immigration would provide the impetus for modernization of the economies 
versus the fear that introduction of modernizing elements would upset existing 
social arrangements; (d) the desire to remake the nation biologically, to “regen- 
erate the race” by large-scale interbreeding with Europeans, versus the fear 
that large, unassimilated groups of aliens would impede formation of a firm 
national identity in the infant republics. Economic growth was desired by all, 
but the prospect of social change was problematic. 

The dialectic of the immigration debate was drawn from the social philoso- 
phy of positivism, which came increasingly into vogue in Latin America of the 
nineteenth century. An outgrowth of the rationalist philosophy of Auguste 
Comte, positivism in its Latin American manifestation held that scientific obser- 
vation of society could yield knowledge of the laws that governed it. These laws, 
which were objectively verifiable, could be manipulated for the betterment of 
mankind, leading to material and moral progress somewhat along utilitarian 
lines of “the greatest good for the greatest number.” Good government consisted 
of developing economic and social policies in conformity with proven prin- 
ciples.' In combination with economic liberalism, positivism came to imply 
support for policies calculated to increase the international mobility of labor, 
investment capital, and entrepreneurial skills. It was increasingly urged that 
these commodities be imported from Europe in order to initiate economic 
development in the young Latin American republics. 

All of these trends did not appear full-blown or simultaneously in all pre- 
cincts of the continent, but many educated Latin Americans saw in positivism 
a means of attaining their intellectual emancipation, of choosing a rational 
vision of the world to replace the old one, which had been based on faith and 
a hierarchical vision of world order. As national polities and problems varied, 
so versions of positivism varied as between Argentina and Mexico, Brazil and 
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Cuba. Nevertheless, varieties of positivism became the dominant philosophy 
of governing elites in the latter half of the nineteenth century. 

What type of immigrant should Latin America recruit? In contemporary 
terms, all races were not created equal. The white lineage of the upper classes 
was more highly prized than the Indian, African, and mixed blood of the lower 
classes. In fact, the kindest thing one could do for the dark-skinned poor was 
to whiten them.’ Mestizos were commonly regarded as inferior to their criollo 
fathers; nevertheless, over the course of time it should be possible to create 
a new and superior race if only enough immigrants could be persuaded to lend 
themselves to the operation. A subtheme in the immigration literature was the 
comparative value of different ethnic groups (usually referred to as “races”) 
as whitening agents. Some preferred Anglo-Saxons and Germans, believing 
them to have a superior work ethic; others opted for Spaniards and Italians, 
who as Catholics and Latins were less likely to disrupt existing institutions. 

During the last quarter of the nineteenth century, race came increasingly 
to be discussed in Social Darwinist terms, following the teachings of such 
“scientific” racists as Joseph Arthur de Gobineau, Houston Chamberlain, and 
Gustave Le Bon. As might be expected, the propagation of racist ideas had a 
deleterious effect upon the image of the Jew. That these ideas were not 
indigenous to Latin America but imported from Europe is suggested by their 
prevalence in the most Europeanized of the republics, Argentina and Chile. 
The same intellectuals who idealized the English, the German, the Italian, or 
the Spaniard tended to regard the Syrian, Jewish, or Asian immigrant with 
disgust. The latter were frequently characterized by the press as immoral, 
slothful, and diseased. Biologically degenerate, they could contribute little to 
the task of upgrading the mestizo “race.” Attitudes toward Jews in modern 
times are complex, ambiguous, and partially determined by the ethnic makeup 
of the specific republic under consideration. Not surprisingly, however, the 
ancient doctrine of limpieza de sangre resonates through modern racist theo- 
ries. As in the case of those other New Christians, the Native Americans, the 
status of contemporary Jews is closely linked to the Conquest period.‘ 


Sources of Jewish Immigration—Why They Migrated 


Jewish migration to the Western Hemisphere in modern times originated in 
nineteenth-century Europe. It was part of that great river of humanity which 
flowed from east to west impelled by the three titanic forces let loose by the 
Napoleonic wars: nationalism, industrialism, and democracy. This migratory 
movement was by far the most encompassing mankind had experienced to 
that date. It was motivated by an unparalleled increase in population, the 
advance of industrial capitalism, and ethnic rivalries intensified by economic 
competition. These forces caused millions of persons to abandon irrevocably 
their homes in Europe or the Near East, taking their families and their posses- 
sions with them as they left the Old World in search of a new. 

Among these immigrants, the Jews—advance scouts of urbanization and 
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industrialization and among the first casualties of the new social arrangements 
these forces engendered—figured in numbers far greater than their proportion 
to the general population. Jacob Lestschinsky has documented the intensity 
of Jewish migration: 


Of sixty-five million people who emigrated from Europe in a century 
and a half, about four million were Jews. This represents about 6 percent 
of the entire emigration from Europe. The percentage of Jews in Europe 
at the beginning of the nineteenth century was not more than 1/4, 
never more than 2. The intensity of Jewish emigration was, therefore, 
three to four times as great as that of the general emigration from 
Europe. If we consider only those sections of Europe from which Jews 
emigrated, i.e., middle, eastern and southern Europe, the intensity of 
Jewish emigration is not three to four times, but six to seven times as 
great as that of the general emigration.” 


High birth rates and declining death rates caused Jewish, as other, populations 
to increase despite the export of large numbers to the New World. Within the 
time span 1881 to 1939, Arthur Ruppin estimates that as many as five million 
Jews took part in international migrations, compared with the estimated world 
Jewish population of 7,650,000 at the beginning of this period. From two to 
three hundred thousand of these migrants were Sephardim who originated in 
the Middle East and North Africa. Mass migration converted Jews from a 
European to an American people. Whereas 72 percent of world Jewry had 
lived in East Europe in 1850, the ratio of Jews in East Europe to world Jewry 
was diminished by 1939 to 44.9 percent. Transit in and out of western and 
central Europe left those areas possessed of a constant 14 percent of world 
Jewry. But the 1.5 percent who lived in the Americas in 1850 had increased 
to 33.4 percent of the total by 1939.° 

The impetus for large- scale migration was the lag between industrialization 
and the increase in population: people were increasing faster than the capacity 
of industry to absorb them. This process, which impelled Jews and non-Jews 
out of Europe in unprecedented numbers, worked itself out differently for the 
two groups. Among Gentiles, agricultural laborers and unskilled workers who 
could not be absorbed into the cities predominated. Among Jews, those who 
emigrated were mostly urbanized and engaged in urban or semiurban occupa- 
tions as a consequence of having been forbidden to own land. With the rise 
of new semiurban elements, efforts were made to expel Jews from their urban 
occupations through the use of terror, much of it government-sponsored. 
Jewish migration had a dual motivation: economic necessity and the need to 
find new homes where their fundamental human rights would be secure. 

Jewish intercontinental migration exhibited extremely complex patterns. 
The annual migratory flow waxed with the pressures placed upon Jews in their 
homelands and waned with the barriers placed in the way of their admittance 
to other countries. But Jewish migration may be divided, in rough and ready 
terms, into three periods.’ These refer not only to dates but to the countries 
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of origin of the immigrants. There is overlap, as well as gaps, between cate- 
gories. Any periodization tailored to the larger Ashkenazic immigration will 
not totally suit the Sephardic. Nevertheless, the periods reflect not only changes 
in the origins of the immigrants, but meaningful periods in the history of the 
Latin American republics. Some notice of these periods will enable the reader 
to relate Jewish migration to Latin America with events taking place on that 
continent and worldwide. 

The first European migratory wave (1830s—80s) consisted of German and 
French Jews. The ending of the Napoleonic wars had engendered a reactionary 
political current in Europe, reversing the trend toward greater civil rights for 
Jews that had been a product of the French Revolution. Hundreds of Jews 
took flight to ports in Holland, from which they embarked for the New World. 
Most headed for the United States, but some went to England and France. 
Still others took ship for ports in Brazil, Argentina, Colombia, Mexico, and 
Santo Domingo.’ The pace of this emigration quickened after 1830, when 
industrial revolution and agrarian crisis brought starvation and dislocation to 
peasants and artisans, stimulating mass general emigration from Germany. 
Among the rest, some fifty thousand Jews (chiefly from the regions of Bavaria, 
Bohemia, and Posen) left Germany between the years 1830 and 1870. Only a 
small fraction of these headed for Latin America. Moroccan Jews, displaced 
by the Spanish-Moroccan wars of 1859-60, found their way to Brazil and 
Argentina in the following decades. Native speakers of Spanish, many had been 
educated in the French-language schools of the Alliance Israélite Universelle 
(AIU), where they imbibed a progressive spirit that may have fortified their 
interest in leaving their tradition-bound societies to try their luck in the 
New World.’ 

These migratory movements took place in the early decades of Latin 
American independence (nominally won between 1810 and 1824). Throughout 
the middle decades of the century, the new republics struggled to define their 
boundaries and their identities. To a certain extent, the debate over immigration 
policy catalyzed attitudes toward the condition of being Latin American. Accep- 
tance or rejection of immigrants, or of certain categories of them, would 
become indicators of society's capacity to absorb them. Policies developed 
during the debates would set the stage for the reception of immigrants at least 
up until World War I. 

Numerically, Jewish immigration during this period was scant; but its impor- 
tance was not negligible. These were the immigrants who tested the conditions 
for Jewish life on the continent and who ascertained that there was a possibil- 
ity—at times precarious—for the settlement of Jews in larger numbers. Further- 
more, individual Jews played a role in the early economic development of 
Argentina, Chile, Mexico, Brazil, Peru, and Guatemala. 


Where They Went 


Argentina 


During the first decades of Argentine independence, immigration was a 
point of contention between men of the Enlightenment and those who contin- 
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ued to function within a Spanish Catholic culture that did not agree to the 
proposition that other religions might be equally authentic. The forces for 
modernization, which favored lifting religious restrictions so as to facilitate 
immigration, won legal decisions that were not always put into practice because 
of the resistance offered by elements within Argentine society that were still 
tied morally and mentally to the old regime. 

As an example of this discrepancy between word and deed, brought about by 
areal incapacity of these divergent forces to agree, a decree of the revolutionary 
government of 1810 may be cited: “English, Portuguese, and other foreigners 
who are not at war with us, can move to this country and will enjoy all rights 
of citizenship; and those who dedicate themselves to crafts and the cultivation 
of the countryside will be protected by the government.” At the time of this 
proclamation, the Inquisition still sat in Buenos Aires. Even after it was dis- 
solved, in March 1813, its orders continued to be published from Madrid 
or Lima. 

Many Argentines were comfortable with an inquisitorial mindset. In 1825, 
a treaty between the federal government of Argentina and the British govern- 
ment provided for, inter alia, freedom of religion for British subjects. The 
treaty failed of ratification in all the Argentine provinces, which at that date 
exercised considerable autonomy. Only in the province of Buenos Aires, where 
most British residents were concentrated, was enabling legislation passed. The 
right of religious dissidents to marry was won only after a long struggle. An 
1814 law had provided that “authorities would give special consideration in 
marriage to increase the population,” but it remained virtually impossible for 
a non-Catholic to marry save in a Catholic ceremony. After 1825, the right of 
dissidents to marry could be pressed under provisions of the treaty with Great 
Britain, but only in the province of Buenos Aires.'' In short, few fundamental 
changes in the closed Spanish system were introduced during the first decades 
of independence. Cultural exclusivism and xenophobia characterized the coun- 
try through the Rosas period (1835-52). 

Following the battle of Monte Caseros, which brought down the dictatorship 
of Juan Manuel de Rosas, the policy of religious and national exclusivism that 
had tied the country to Spanish colonialism was discontinued. Immigration 
became a function of the Argentine state as a result of a conscious effort on 
the part of some sectors of the elite to replace the old inherited social structure 
with a model inspired by more modernized societies. Many of their ideas 
derived from the writings of Juan Bautista Alberdi (1810-84), who believed 
that Argentina would make no progress in the modern world as long as her 
interior provinces remained unpeopled. Popularized by the slogan gobernar 
es poblar (to govern is to populate), Alberdi’s policy stressed the need “to 
make inviolable the mixed marriages which are the means for natural formation 
of the family in our America, called to populate itself with foreigners.”” 

Although Alberdi no doubt had Protestant immigration in mind, certain 
constitutional clauses that resulted laid the legal basis for the immigration of 
Jews. The constitution gave support to Roman Catholicism, but did not establish 
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it: Article 19 stated that “private actions of men which do not offend order 
and public morality nor prejudice a third party, are reserved to God and are 
beyond authority of magistrates.” There was not, however, a complete separa- 
tion of church and state: Article 76 provided that the president and vice- 
president had to be communicants of the Roman Catholic Church. This provi- 
sion was not removed from the constitution until 1994. 

These constitutional provisions, which represent a compromise between 
traditional and enlightened views, did not completely resolve the issue of 
religious liberty. Approval of a system of state education in 1884 and of a civil 
register for marriage in 1888 led to a break with the Vatican. Meanwhile, until 
the coming into force of the latter legislation, the basic civil liberties of non- 
Catholics relating to birth, marriage, and death continued to be governed by 
laws formulated during the reactionary era of Rosas."* 

Liberal economics provided the substructure for proimmigration views. 
Many members of the ruling elite believed that prosperity depended on the 
free movement worldwide of manpower, goods, and capital. It was particularly 
important that large numbers of foreign workers be brought in. “Increased 
population, economists . . . repeated, would stimulate expansion of the export 
industries, whose growth was often made synonymous with economic 
development.” 

The specific economic interests that supported liberal immigration policies 
included most prominently the landed elite, who, according to Solberg, “were 
convinced that prosperity and growth required a steady flow of cheap labor. 
They expected, moreover, the European laborers to form a large, servile work- 
ing class that would augment upper-class wealth but would not challenge the 
prevailing social hierarchy or distribution of economic power.””” 

Argentine expectations concerning immigrants focused upon the need for 
brazos—“arms,” or farm and ranch hands. An instrumental view of the immi- 
grants’ utility to the Argentine economy pervades debates and polemics 
throughout the nineteenth century. Writing as late as 1909, the Argentine 
director of immigration recommends excluding would-be immigrants who are 
missing their right arm."* In context, this injunction clarifies the relationship 
between “immigrant” and “brazo.” 

Although the Argentine government paternalistically provided temporary 
housing and free transport to work areas for all “honest immigrants,” they 
made no move to accommodate the whole human being. Specifically, no legisla- 
tion was passed to alter patterns of land tenure so as to satisfy the brazos’ 
inevitable demand for land of their own. In fact, in the very same year the 
basic immigration legislation was passed, 1876, there was also passed the first 
law of lands and colonies, which permitted land to be sold in lots of eighty 
thousand hectares. The result was to increase the concentration of land owner- 
ship and make it more difficult than before for a poor family to buy land of 
their own. 

In addition to the liberal economic views that prompted many Argentines 
to support free immigration, there was the motive of “regenerating the race.” 
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In this phrase, Argentine pensador, educator, and statesman D. F. Sarmiento 
(1911-84) summed up his opinion of Argentina’s gaucho population and his 
expectations of the immigrants. Sarmiento hoped to eradicate the violent and 
nonproductive lifestyle of the gaucho by inundating the pampas with European 
immigrants. The latter, with their settled habits of work and modern technology, 
would soon turn the “desert” into productive fields. Not only would the immi- 
grants foment economic development, but they would also spread modern 
European civilization throughout Argentina. Many intellectuals prior to 1905 
were reacting against what they regarded as the superstition and fanaticism of 
the Spanish church and state, which had held sway in Argentina for three 
centuries. The only way to extirpate these traits from the national character 
was to introduce masses of Europeans who would bring with them the sweet 
reason of contemporary civilization.” 

Despite the contemporary view of this policy as cosmopolitan, it was in 
essence racist, premised as it was upon the inferiority of people of mixed blood 
(and failure to recognize that centuries of warfare and reciprocal invasion 
had mixed Europeans’ “blood” as well). Pseudoscientific racial theories that 
classified nonwhites as biologically inferior met a sympathetic response from 
the criollo upper classes, who had come into their privileged position by 
defeating the Indian on the battlefield and in the church. Such hopeless human 
material could only be improved through mass interbreeding with European 
immigrants, preferably those drawn from northern Europe, Spain, or Italy, 
homes of virile “races” of supposedly unmixed blood. 

It would be interesting to speculate on the origins of this race hatred. Did 
it represent a displacement of the contempt peninsular Spaniards had long 
directed toward criollos? Were criollos objectifying in the gaucho the mestizo 
element in their own heredity that had caused them to be so depreciated? Or 
did concepts of limpieza de sangre, elaborated upon at such length with respect 
to Jews and Moors, provide a model for the treatment of other “races” whose 
ancestors had not been Christians? Whatever the psychological mechanism, 
the fact is that racial and economic rationales became intertwined. 

Argentina in fact attracted enormous numbers of immigrants. The total has 
been calculated at 6,500,000 for the years 1857-1965, counting returnees; or 
4,379,000 if only those are counted who remained.'* These were poured over 
a base population of 1,200,000. For decades, foreigners made up almost 70 
percent of the population of Buenos Aires (where up to a third of the entire 
population was concentrated). At the same time, almost half of the population 
of the provinces of greatest economic and demographic weight was also com- 
posed of the foreign-born. 

These foreigners came not from northern Europe, as the enlightened faction 
had hoped, but from southern and eastern Europe, where the impact of 
the industrial revolution was just beginning to be felt. Northerners, already 
conditioned to industry, tended to choose the United States, both because of 
its higher level of industrialization and because there were elements of cultural 
affiliation dating back to the colonial period. During the mass exodus of north- 


The First Jewish Immigrants, 1830-1889 33 


ern Europeans, Argentina had been closed to immigration. Now the southern 
Europeans were being displaced by the industrialization process and accom- 
panying population growth. Their linguistic and cultural affinity, as well as the 
long colonial relationship, encouraged them to choose Argentina.’ In the cen- 
tury following the fall of Rosas, almost half the immigrants to Argentina were 
Italian; one-third were Spanish; about one-fifth consisted of Poles, Russians, 
French, and Germans, with Jews among the latter grouping.” 

It is apparent that the first half-century of independence did not produce 
a climate favorable to Jewish immigration. In the absence of legal provisions 
for marriage or burial within their faith, few Jewish families were susceptible 
to the lure of Argentina. Various single men are known to have migrated, and 
these exercised the options of bachelorhood, remigration to Europe, or marriage 
to local women in Catholic ceremonies, followed by the raising of their children 
as Catholics. Some of these men rejoined the synagogue on the death of their 
wives. Case histories of all these patterns have been documented.”! 

The record of the birth of a child in Buenos Aires in the year 1835, to a 
Jewish father whose family stemmed from the province of Lorraine, provides 
the first—and characteristically ambiguous—trace of Argentine Jewry. Because 
it is not known whether the child’s mother was a Jew, the child’s own Jewish 
status is in doubt under prevailing religious standards. Sometime before 1844, 
one Henry Hart, an English Jew, migrated to Buenos Aires, where he entered 
trade and joined the organization that later came to be the Club de Residentes 
Extranjeros, a group whose membership included foreign merchants, stockbro- 
kers, and persons involved in the development of Argentine railroads and the 
meat-packing industry. In the decade of the fifties, other Jews from England, 
France, Germany, and Alsace arrived in Argentina, where they entered various 
commercial activities. 

In 1860, the first two Jewish weddings were authorized by Argentine 
authorities, and this date may be set for the origins of a Jewish community. 
Interestingly, the lawyer who pleaded the case on behalf of the prospective 
brides and grooms was a conservative Catholic who opposed civil marriage 
and believed that extending the right of religious marriage to dissidents was 
necessary in order to stave off the greater evil. Records of the wedding of the 
two Levy sisters reveal an extended kinship grouping with links to the areas 
of Lyon, Alsace, and the Rhineland. These connections define the most signifi- 
cant body of Jewish immigrants to Argentina before 1889.” The origins of early 
Jewish immigrants are confirmed by records of the Congregacién Israelita, the 
earliest of which date from 1873. Sixteen of the Congregacién’s twenty founding 
members have been identified. They include persons born in Germany, En- 
gland, Alsace, and Romania. Only one was a Sephardi, belonging to a Portuguese 
family that had settled in Hamburg.” In the seventies and eighties, several 
Moroccan Jews joined the Congregacién; but by 1891, unable to agree on 
ritual matters and preferring to socialize among their own, they formed the 
Congregacion Israelita Latina, adopting the Spanish and Portuguese rite. 

In the last decades of the nineteenth century, Moroccan Jews began to 
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arrive, mostly from Tetudn, as well as Sephardim from Gibraltar. These mer- 
chants relocated frequently between Brazil and Argentina, depending on the 
business climate. Unlike the European Jews who favored the large cities, 
Sephardim were more likely to settle in the interior; in 1905, the director of 
a JCA (Jewish Colonization Association) school counted 3,000 Sephardim in 
Argentina, only 750 of whom lived in Buenos Aires. In this same period, 
Aleppine Jews were settling the Once district of Buenos Aires, while Jews from 
Damascus clustered in Boca and Barracas, predominantly Genoese areas of 
the city.” 

Eighty-five percent of Buenos Aires Jews in this period were engaged in 
retail merchandising, as they had been in their native cities. They owned 
small shops that sold European imports; or they represented European firms, 
sometimes owned by relatives; or they established an Argentine branch of a 
London or Paris shop. They concentrated in jewelry, books, clothing, and 
household items, particularly china and porcelain. A few were high financiers 
and real estate brokers, and some owned real estate in the central core of the 
capital or in provincial centers. Although the professions were crowded with 
foreigners in mid-nineteenth century, Argentina’s Jews seem to have figured 
among them in numbers less than their proportion to the general population. 

A singularly romantic figure of the 1880s was Julio Popper, Bucharest-born 
adventurer, explorer, and publicist, who undertook a number of explorations 
through Tierra del Fuego. A mining engineer by profession, Popper prospected 
for gold but had uneven luck with the eighty thousand hectares of land and 
eighteen mines he owned at his death. Though he was lionized by Buenos 
Aires society, his reputation outran his luck; his debts outweighed his assets 
when death (possibly with the assistance of some mortal hand) took him at 
age thirty-six. Popper was born a Jew but took no part in the affairs of the 
Buenos Aires Jewish community, which was being organized during his active 
years. His brother Max, who for a while supervised the Popper operation in 
Tierra del Fuego and who died there of tuberculosis at the age of twenty-six, 
was a member of the Congregacién. 

Though the rhetoric of the immigration debate had emphasized the need 
for large numbers of immigrants, foreigners continued to be the object of 
nativist suspicion. These fears created great social tension, as one-quarter of 
the persons in the country in 1895 (1,004,527 out of 3,954,911) were foreign- 
born. Among these were just 6,085 israelitas. Ethnocentrism manifested itself 
in the slow pace at which the Catholic monopoly of civil matters dissipated, 
despite legislation intended to accord religious toleration. Even the provincial 
government of Buenos Aires, the most progressive of the provinces, never 
activated provisions of an 1833 law providing for the registration of births, 
deaths, and marriages in non-Catholic families. As late as 1877, a Jew brought 
a case before the Superior Tribunal de Justicia in an effort to force the registra- 
tion of the birth of his children, without baptism. Only after the victory of 
secularist forces in 1888 was the way cleared for mass Jewish immigration into 
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Argentina. Even so, the motive power of czarist oppression was required to 
get many Jews to settle in Argentina. 


Chile 


Many of the forces propelling Chile toward a proimmigration policy were 
similar to those at work in Argentina: the need for a larger work force; the 
belief that the European was genetically superior to the mestizo; and the theory 
that prosperity was a function of the free flow of capital and labor across 
international boundaries. There were two outstanding differences in the respec- 
tive situations of the two countries. Chile’s greater distance from world trade 
routes resulted in a smaller and tardier flow of immigrants. In the year 1895, 
Chile received just 665 immigrants to Argentina’s 44,169, and in that year the 
proportion of foreign-born living in Chile was just 2.9 percent as compared 
with Argentina’s 25.4 percent.” Furthermore, Chile industrialized at a faster 
pace than did Argentina. Large landowners were not as powerful a class in 
Chile as they were in the neighboring country, and the primary impetus for 
recruitment of immigrant labor came not from hacendados and rancheros but 
from industrialists and mining entrepreneurs. But Chileans looked down upon 
the inquilino (mestizo peon) with the same disdain with which Argentines 
viewed the gaucho. And the solution was the same as that sought by the 
Argentines: import a European work force that was already educated, habitu- 
ated to industrial labor, and racially superior to the mestizo. 

The first Jew, or descendant of Jews, who can be identified in nineteenth- 
century Chile is Stefan Goldsack, an engineer who was engaged in England 
by the diplomatic agent of Lord Cochrane, naval hero of the Chilean war of 
independence. Goldsack had worked in Woolwich with the inventor of a rocket 
that was put to use by the British navy in its wars against the French; he was 
charged with transferring the technique to the Chilean navy, which he did with 
little success, possibly owing to the Chilean government's having employed 
Spanish prisoners of war in its manufacture.” 

Arrivals in Chile increased during the California gold rush, when traffic 
along the west coast of the two continents generally increased. The Jewish 
immigrants of the fifties and sixties came mostly from Germany and France, 
and they settled in a range of towns from Copiap6, capital of the northern 
mining district of Atacama, to Traiguen in the south. Some Jews established 
themselves in the German colonies that took root in the south of Chile; others 
were attracted to the mining industry of the north. Most, however, settled in 
Valparaiso, which had the largest foreign colony of any city in Chile. 

Sephardim came to Chile in family groups from Smyrna, Istanbul, Monastir, 
and Salonika, extruded from their ancient homes by a combination of economic 
and discriminatory measures. Most settled in Valparaiso, where they were 
joined by individuals from Jerusalem, Damascus, Beirut, and islands of the 
Aegean. Although they organized their own institutions at first, their small 
numbers led quickly to intermarriage with Ashkenazim and the formation of 
unified houses of worship.” 
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The presence of Ashkenazim can be traced through records of the various 
German clubs that sprang up all over Chile, the first of which was the Club 
Aleman de Valparaiso, founded in 1838 by a group of German expatriates 
including both Christians and Jews, as well as in the records of the companies 
of volunteer firemen, the first of which was founded in Valparaiso in 1850, 
after fire had destroyed a part of that city. The records of the customs house, 
combined with advertisements in Valparaiso newspapers, reveal the presence 
of increasing numbers of Jewish retail store owners, particularly in ready-to- 
wear clothing. 

An interesting figure of this period is Manuel de Lima y Sola, born in 1818 
in Curagao. Following the Curagaoan pattern of bachelor migration, de Lima 
settled first in Caracas, then in Hamburg, and ultimately in Valparaiso, where 
he and several partners opened an import house. In Valparafso, de Lima joined 
an already existing lodge of French Masons that met under the name Etoile 
du Pacifique. Becoming conscious of the need for a lodge where no language 
barrier hindered the admittance of Chileans, he initiated efforts that resulted 
in the founding of the first Chilean lodge, Union Fraternal, in 1853." 

The large foreign community of Valparaiso provided an atmosphere of 
comparative religious toleration in the mid-nineteenth century. Not so Santiago. 
A German traveler to that city during Holy Week of the year 1860 reported 
seeing numerous dummies, elegantly dressed and labeled “Judas Iscariot,” 
being garrotted in front of homes where Jews were known to be living. Never- 
theless, intolerable conditions in Europe impelled some Jews to settle there. 
Dr. Pedro Herzl, for example, stymied by the difficulties Jews had in obtaining 
medical diplomas from the University ‘of Vienna prior to the revolution of 
1848, settled in Santiago and became the first Austrian-trained physician to 
practice there. 

In 1852, a confrontation between church and state occurred when the 
archbishop of Santiago, Rafael Valentin Valdivieso, ordered communicants to 
denounce persons suspected of heresy. The impact was immediate in the city 
of Copiap6, where it became known that a list of Protestants and Jews was 
being prepared. With masses of miners due to arrive in town for the celebration 
of Christmas, it was feared that riots would follow. The temper of the times 
is Illustrated by the fact that, following publication of the bishop’s proclamation, 
the citizens rallied in defense of religious liberty and against a return of the 
Inquisition to Chile. 

Church and state were not legally separated until 1925. Cultural isolation led 
many individual Jews to convert to Catholicism, either to conform voluntarily to 
prevailing social norms or more specifically to marry, a rite that was sometimes 
celebrated on the groom’s deathbed. A civil register for marriages, births, and 
deaths was established in 1885, and all except two of the Jewish families 
known to have emigrated to Chile during this period assimilated into the 
general population. 


Mexico 


In no country of Latin America was the struggle between church and state 
as prolonged and as bitter as in Mexico. The war waged for over a century by 
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these titanic forces shaped the Mexican nation from its inception to the present 
day. As a consequence of the entrenched position of the Catholic Church, 
Mexican liberals acquired a different stamp from liberals in other countries. 
They became identified not with the cause of religious liberty but with the 
extirpation of church power, even though that be at the expense of religious 
liberty. 

The first federal constitution of 1824, following overthrow of the upstart 
Emperor Agustin de Iturbide, declared that “the religion of the Mexican nation 
is and shall perpetually be the Roman Catholic Apostolic.” No provision was 
made for the observance of other religions, and the ancient ecclesiastical 
privileges were guaranteed." Despite the unpromising legal setting and the 
extremely unsettled conditions in the countryside, a few Jewish adventurers 
and itinerant peddlers made their way to Mexico in the early years of indepen- 
dence. They were able to become citizens only after 1843, when President 
Antonio Lépez de Santa Ana repealed the law that limited citizenship to Roman 
Catholics and prohibited Mexican women from marrying outside the church. 
In the following decade, the names of ten persons who may have been Jewish 
can be discerned in Mexican naturalization records. Of these individuals, five 
came from Germany, three from France, one from Poland, and one from Turkey. 
Three settled in Zacatecas, two in Vera Cruz, and one each in San Luis 
Potosi, Tamaulipas, Santiago, and Mexico City. They gave their occupation as 
comerciante and were probably itinerant peddlers.” What religious life they 
led had to be clandestine because the holding of non-Catholic religious services 
was illegal. American soldiers serving in the Mexican-American War came 
upon isolated Jewish families, including one that was observing Yom Kippur. 
Among their company was one man who had come from a distant town disguised 
as a friar. 

The fall of Santa Ana paved the way for the Reforma and the opening of 
immigration to non-Catholics. The Ley Juarez (1855), which attacked ecclesias- 
tical and military privileges, and the Ley Lerdo (1856), which attempted to 
destroy the church's political power by divesting it of its property, came to be 
embodied in the liberal constitution of 1857. In its final form, the constitution 
omitted mention both of the Roman Catholic religion and of religious rights. 

Although individual Jews settled in such towns as Aguas Calientes, Jalapa, 
Jalisco, Durango, Vera Cruz, Oaxaca, and Mexico City and in Baja California, 
this liberal period brought neither stability to the Mexican government nor 
relaxation to Jewish apprehensions, which were shaped more by popular atti- 
tudes than by the legal context. The church generally and the Inquisition 
specifically were more determinative of Jewish behavior than any relaxation 
of the law. Consequently, when German Jews entered Mexico as a result of 
the European upheavals of 1848, either they followed no Jewish forms or they 
did so clandestinely. And the religiously neutral constitution did not make all 
that much difference: letters written in 1862 show that Jewish immigrants still 
found it necessary to appear to be Catholic. 

During these years, the capital city exhibited relatively greater tolerance 
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than the countryside. In 1861, a group of over one hundred Jewish men 
organized in Mexico City and were holding regular meetings to collect funds 
for charitable and religious purposes. Under the guise of holding an annual 
meeting of a Masonic Grand Council, they met in a Masonic lodge to celebrate 
the High Holy Days. The development of this community was cut short by 
the turmoil of the French intervention. 

Although the Liberals favored immigration, during the first decade of the 
restored republic (under Benito Judrez,1867-77), only a handful of Jews are 
found in naturalization files. Fear rather than law continued to govern Jewish 
behavior, and evidence of Jewish communal activity disappears from the rec- 
ords. Jews living in the federal capital had planned to build a synagogue, 
but this project was quietly dropped and no organized community came into 
existence at this time. 

The reason for such pronounced self-effacement was the change that had 
occurred in the Mexican political climate. The liberalism of the Reforma had 
been tolerant of religious differences; the liberalism of the restored republic 
was antireligious. The years of foreign invasion, civil war, and chaos had taught 
Juarez and those who surrounded him the dangers of excessive liberalism. 
They moved over intellectually to positivism, with its exaltation of material 
progress and its denigration of spiritual values. Empiricism having replaced 
mysticism, there was no room left in official ideology for individual religious 
belief. The evolution from official toleration of religious differences to official 
disapproval of all religions made overt expressions by Jews quite impossible, 
for they were caught between the hammer of governmental anticlericalism 
and the anvil of intense Catholicism among the people. 

When Porfirio Diaz rose to power in 1877, positivism proved congenial to 
his style. His dictatorial rule (the porfiriato), lasting thirty-four years, imposed 
a regime of law and order upon Mexico in the interests of foreign investors 
and the small Mexican elite. “Liberty, Order, and Progress” was the watchword, 
with the emphasis on order to the detriment of the liberties of the great 
mass of people. Because economic wisdom required opening the country to 
foreigners from industrialized countries who had capital and entrepreneurial 
skills, an atmosphere of religious toleration was made to prevail within the 
precincts of Mexico City. Thus, from 1879 onward, the number of Jewish 
residents began to increase. Most prominent among these were Alsatians, and 
almost without exception they considered themselves to be French. For them, 
religion was an accident of birth, a defect educated men should overcome, 
though a certain religious sentiment was not inappropriate for women and the 
lower classes. Many of these immigrants married Catholic wives, fathered 
Catholic children, and returned to France in their old age. These Alsatian Jews 
had no interest in organizing a community life, which might have attracted the 
disdain of elite circles and the hostility of the Catholic faithful, still capable of 
being aroused to frenzy by the church. They adopted a collective low profile 
that remained the dominant characteristic of the Mexican Jewish community 
for the next hundred years. 


The First Jewish Immigrants, 1830-1889 39 


Under these conditions, their Jewish birth did not prevent individuals from 
making their way successfully in Mexican society; some gained positions of 
power unmatched by Jews in any other Latin American republic until late in 
the twentieth century. Most notable among this group was José Yves Limantour, 
the financial genius of the Diaz regime. Limantour achieved power second 
only to that of Diaz himself and might have been named successor to the 
dictator, had he not been disqualified by his parents’ foreign birth. He was 
largely responsible for the fiscal soundness of the Mexican government in the 
period prior to World War I, a condition that contrasted brilliantly with the 
financial chaos that preceded it. Limantour put Mexico on the gold standard, 
abolished the sales tax (alcabala) that had trammeled domestic commerce since 
colonial days, and consolidated the Mexican railroads into one national system. 
His identification with Diaz brought about his own resignation along with that 
of the dictator when the Revolution erupted in 1910. 

Eduardo Noetzlin and his associates, contemporaries of Limantour’s, were 
members of a French banking firm with assets in Holland and Switzerland. 
Noetzlin founded the Banco Nacional de México, which served as an arm 
of the Treasury Department. Jean Baptiste Jecker, a Swiss adventurer and 
entrepreneur, entered Mexican history in a less favorable light as negotiator 
of the loan to the government of General Miguel Miramon that, repudiated 
by Juarez, became a cause of the French intervention. The Englishman Ernst 
Cassel became involved in Mexican industrialization as financier of the rail- 
roads. He was a friend of Baron Maurice de Hirsch and of Jacob Schiff, 
president of Kuhn, Loeb and Co., which participated, along with Speyer Broth- 
ers—another Jewish firm—in the reorganization of the Mexican railroads in 
the 1890s.* 

By that time, Jews were involved in Mexican mining and railroads, the 
Banco Occidental of Mazatlan, and numerous family businesses. Jewish immi- 
grants were owners of jewelry stores and department stores, purveyors of 
crystal and glassware, and owners and managers of hotels and restaurants. A 
number of patents issued to Jews in 1895—for the production of photographic 
paper, a trouser belt, a printing press, an apparatus for drying cement—show 
that Jewish immigrants had entered manufacturing. There were also intellectu- 
als in this immigrant group, including the editor of El Financiero Mexicano, 
the publisher of L’Echo Frangais, the director of the Lycée Frangaise, the 
director of the Normal School at Jalapa, and the statistician, cartographer, and 
social reformer Isidoro Epstein. 

Despite the proimmigration policies of the Diaz government, Mexico at- 
tracted only a fraction of the 22 millions of immigrants abroad in the world 
between 1885 and 1910. In 1900, the percentage of foreigners in the country 
was 0.42; ten years later they comprised just 0.77 percent.* Nor did the 
country become a destination for the masses of Russian Jews compelled to 
emigrate in 1891. That year, the financier Jacob Schiff and railway magnate 
Baron Maurice de Hirsch studied the possibility of settling Russian Jews in 
Mexico, but agreed that the labor market was not conducive to such a project. 
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Jewish immigration remained individual, idiosyncratic, and focused in small 
trade. Sephardic and Arabic Jews had been entering Mexico in small numbers 
since the earliest years of independence. In 1900 they were organized into 
four congregations in Mexico City, without their ever having come to the 
attention of the fashionable French and Alsatian Jews of the capital. These 
turcos lived as virtual pariahs, plying their trade as peddlers in isolated areas 
where popular conceptions of the Jew had not progressed much beyond medie- 
val diabolization. They had compacted the Jewish historical experience into 
a highly ritualized attachment to religious form. The establishment of their 
synagogues did not require the hiring of a rabbi, as most of the men were 
capable of leading the group in prayer. Between this low-status community 
with its attachment to religious norms and the high-status French and Alsatian 
community of the capital, characterized by its disconnection from Jewish life, 
there was no contact at all. A general Sephardic synagogue came into existence 
around World War I, with members from the Balkans, Syria, North Africa, 
and the Ottoman Empire, but over the course of time, the various ethnic 
groups spun off into their own separate institutions. This is the situation that 
prevails today. 

Interestingly, at a time when European Jews declined to identify with their 
religious community for fear of calling down calumny, there was an indigenous 
movement to restore to public life the descendants of crypto-Jews. Francisco 
Rivas Puigcerver, born in Campeche, Yucatan, in 1850, was a baptized Roman 
Catholic who claimed to be heir to the Marrano tradition. In a magazine that 
he began publishing in 1889 called El Sdbado Secreto, Rivas argued against 
the integrationist position and in favor of recognition of the diverse ethnic and 
religious elements that went into the making of Mexico. He urged the crypto- 
Jews of Mexico to declare themselves and to live openly as Jews. He also 
corresponded with publicists in Turkey in an effort to stimulate Jewish emigra- 
tion from that empire to Mexico.” His efforts met with resonance among the 
Jews of Aleppo, who were living in poverty and without access to secular 
education. Letters from relatives who had already emigrated to Mexico per 
suaded many that their lives would improve once they crossed the ocean.” 

Most immigrants to Mexico did not immediately apply for citizenship; and 
among those who did, it is not always possible to distinguish Jews. Possibly one 
hundred Jews became naturalized Mexicans over the course of the generation 
1862-99. Of these individuals, forty-five came from Germany, ten from the 
United States, nine from France, and six from Austria. To these must be added 
those Jews who tended not to take out citizenship because they intended to 
return to Europe, as well as the Arabic speakers, whose poverty and lack of 
education or career held them back from attempting to participate in civic 
life. The Mexican census of 1895 found just .1 percent of the population to 
be non-Catholic, of whom .13 percent were israelitas.* 


Brazil 
European immigration to Brazil in modern times began with the flight of 
the House of Braganga from Lisbon to Rio de Janeiro during the Napoleonic 
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wars. In 1808, the prince regent opened the ports of Brazil to direct trade 
with foreign countries, and the country remained open to European immigrants 
through the reign of his son, Pedro I. Brazil began her national existence as a 
monarchy, and church and state remained united under royal patronage follow- 
ing independence. But in this country of Catholicism “with the bones removed,” 
in Gilberto Freyre’s felicitous phrase, there was greater freedom of religion 
than in the Spanish republics of the same period. The Imperial Constitution 
of 1824 (under which Brazil was governed until 1889) recognized Roman 
Catholicism as the official religion, but guaranteed the right to exercise other 
religions in private. In Brazil, the church gave its consent to mixed marriages 
so that Protestant immigration could be encouraged. This concession was not 
granted in any of the Spanish American republics. 

Brazilian interest in immigration sprang from several motives, not all of 
which were reconcilable one with another: the desire to create a class of 
small farmers who would engage in diversified agriculture and thus supply the 
consumer demand for food that large-scale monoculture neglected; an interest 
in whitening the existing population through miscegenation with Europeans;* 
and the provision of a pool of cheap manpower to perform the manual labor 
of the coffee, cotton, and sugar plantations as the end of the system of slavery 
drew near. But despite systematic recruiting of agricultural workers and subsid- 
ies for their transportation, immigration to Brazil lagged behind that of other 
countries of the Western Hemisphere, no doubt because of the perceived 
difficulties for immigrants in competing with the system of large estates and 
the heritage of black slavery. In consequence, immigration to Brazil remained 
a mere trickle until 1888, the year of abolition, when the number of immigrants 
jumped abruptly to 133,000. 

Jews began to emigrate from Morocco to Amazonia shortly after indepen- 
dence was declared. These were probably Spanish-speaking Sephardim whose 
ancestors had settled in North Africa following the Expulsion from Spain. It 
is curious that they should have settled in Portuguese-speaking Brazil just 
when the Portuguese Jews of Curagao were moving over to Spanish-speaking 
Venezuela and Colombia. The Moroccans seem to have adapted easily to their 
new environment, founding a synagogue, Porta do Céu (Gates of Heaven) in 
Belém do Paré in 1828.” Staking out likely sites along the river, Moroccan 
traders played a role in the development of the commerce of the region. 
Living at ease among their Christian neighbors, they flourished economically, 
broadening their activities into export and import (particularly of textiles) and 
also into navigation of the Amazon and exploration of riparian lands. They 
entered local politics and held municipal office. With the arrival of additional 
Sephardim from Africa, Syria, and Arabia, other congregations were formed 
in Bahia, Manaus, Cear4, and Rio de Janeiro, yielding a contemporary fourth 
generation of Brazilian Jews. 

Dom Pedro II, second emperor of Brazil (1841-89), was an ardent supporter 
of immigration as a means of populating the country with modernizing elements 
and was particularly interested in attracting Germans to Brazil. A polymath 


42 THE IMMIGRATION YEARS 


who had a working knowledge of a dozen languages, he was a lifelong scholar 
of the Bible, which he studied in the original Hebrew. No doubt interesting 
conversations passed between the emperor and the French envoy, Count Joseph 
Arthur de Gobineau. The latter regarded the Brazilian population as “corrupted 
in body and soul, ugly to a terrifying degree,” as a result of miscegenation.”” 
The emperor, who carried on an intense intellectual friendship with the ambas- 
sador, is alleged to have told him that the latter’s racial theories, according to 
which all achievements of civilization could be ascribed to the Aryan race, 
were “not suited to our climate.”' At the royal palace, the emperor received 
a multitude of artists, including the American composer Louis Moreau 
Gottschalk and the actress Sarah Bernhardt, and had contact with a number 
of Brazilian Jews, ranging from the electrician who wired his palace to Lt. Col. 
Francisco Leao Cohn, who commanded a troop of the national guard on the 
frontier with Uruguay. After going into exile in France, Dom Pedro continued 
his studies under the guidance of Benjamin Mossé, rabbi of Avignon. In the 
year of his death, Dom Pedro’s translation into French of liturgical poetry 
(piyutim) originally written in Hebrew/Provengal appeared under the title 
Poesis Hebraico-Provengales du rituel Israélite contadin—traduites et trans- 
crites par S. M. Don Pedro II d’Alcantara, empereur du Brésil.” 

West European Jews began entering Brazil during the latter part of Dom 
Pedro's long reign. The most significant number came from Alsace and Lor- 
raine.”’ A group of Jewish immigrants founded the town of Espirito Santo do 
Pinhal, in the state of Sao Paulo, and from the 1850s onward they are found 
as proprietors of coffee plantations. They took an active part in the political 
and administrative life of the municipalities in which they lived, and some 
joined the Brazilian army. In the capital city of Rio de Janeiro, Alsatian Jews 
dominated the commerce in gems from 1856; they were also importers of 
pharmaceuticals, domestic articles, and luxury goods, including wines, liqueurs, 
and jams. By the seventies, German Jews were also engaged in sericulture, 
the manufacture of telephone parts, and the construction of hydraulic works. 
A member of this migration was Bertholdo Goldschmidt, born in Posen in 1817, 
who acquired Brazilian citizenship in 1857 and assumed a post as professor of 
German at the Imperio Colegio Pedro II. Goldschmidt, together with a col- 
league, edited the first German-language journal in Brazil (Der Deutsche Beo- 
bachter) and translated the dramas of Schiller into Portuguese. On his death 
in 1893, he was buried in the cemetery of Sao Francisco Xavier. 

The defeat of France in the Franco-Prussian War and the annexation 
of Alsace-Lorraine by Germany propelled more French Jews to Brazil, and 
particularly to Sao Paulo, which from 1881 was taking up more than her share 
of immigrants. Some individuals settled in cities such as Pérto Alegre, Passo 
Fundo, and Santa Maria; but the Jewish colony in Sao Paulo City itself, which 
came to number several hundred, was the largest and liveliest, with strong 
representation in the liberal professions. French Jews were university profes- 
sors, dentists, engineers, and artists. In Sao Paulo in the second half of the 
nineteenth century were to be found the composer Alexandre Levy, the painter 
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Since the days of empire, Brazil has offered Jews the possibility of advancement 
through command ranks of the armed forces. This engraving commemorates the 
embarkation of a contingent of the National Guard under command of Lt. Col. 

Francisco Leao Cohn in 1885. 


Berta Worms, and the biologist André Dreyfus. This French colony assimilated 
to Brazilian society and ceased to be Jewish.” 

Curiously, there also arrived at this time Jews from Portugal—not conversos 
or cristaos novos, but persons who had survived as avowed Jews. Some came 
directly from Portugal, others by way of the north, where they had been trading 
in vanilla beans, rubber, and those exotic feathers esteemed by Parisian women 
of la belle époque. All were drawn southward by the increasing economic 
dynamism of Sao Paulo. 

The assimilation of Jews into Brazilian society was facilitated by the variety 
of positivism that flourished in Brazil during this period. Brazilian positivists 
were modernizers who sought to improve educational opportunity in order to 
create a technocratic elite. Emphasizing material prosperity, positivists wanted 
to foment conditions favorable to the growth of capitalism.“ At the same time, 
and for corresponding reasons, the movement was anti-Catholic in its thrust. 
The liberality of Dom Pedro's regime was congenial to the spread of this new 
“religion” that denied the existence of a personal god and took “humanity, the 
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Great Being, as the object of its veneration.” The Positivist Church itself 
attracted only a few members; but the large number of people influenced by 
positivist thought leavened the intellectual ambience of the great cities of the 
Brazilian littoral, preparing, incidentally, a milieu that was much more receptive 
to Jews than was that of such tradition-bound areas as Peru. 

As Dom Pedro aged, the imminent ascension to the throne of the pious 
Princess Isabella became a precipitant in formation of elements hostile to a 
continuation of the monarchy. Following the emperor's abdication, positivist 
and other progressive influences in the drafting of the republican constitution 
brought about the separation of church and state and the guarantee of reli- 
gious freedom. 


Peru 

“That the Catholic Church is the State ecclesiastical establishment of Peru 
admits of no question, for, indeed, the system of interdependence of State and 
Church is one of the most comprehensive and absolute in Latin America. 
Furthermore, this ecclesiastical policy has been maintained with little or no 
change through the years.”™* In this way, J. Lloyd Mecham described the 
situation in Peru in 1966. The countries that formed the old viceroyalty of 
Peru were not active seekers of immigrants in the nineteenth century, their 
elite class preferring a status quo fortified by the church to modernization and 
the hazards of change. Until 1915, religious toleration could not legally exist, 
the public exercise of any religion but the Catholic being forbidden by the 
constitution. A law providing for civil marriage was passed in 1897; before that 
date, marriage was a religious sacrament that could be performed only in a 
church. In the matter of cemeteries, a dent was made earlier in the Catholic 
monopoly over civil affairs, as a result of the need to provide a respectable 
burial for foreigners sojourning in the country—foreigners who were Peru's 
main link with international trade.” 

The political, social, and economic upheavals in Europe in 1848, and again 
in 1870, propelled some immigrants to Peru even though government was not 
recruiting them. Among these immigrants were Jews, mostly from Germany, 
but including a few from France, England, and Russia. German Jews were 
among the founders of the club Germania; some also joined the Jewish benefi- 
cent society when that was formed some years later.” Among these migrants 
were industrialists, bankers, diamond merchants, jewelers, engineers, mer- 
chants, and employees of these firms. Also included among them were represen- 
tatives of European firms, such as the House of Rothschild, whose agents, the 
Jacoby brothers, established the first exchange bank in Lima. Other agents 
became involved in buying and selling Peruvian wool and cotton, as well as 
in mining ventures. The ties of these firms ran back to England and France.” 

The Cementerio Israelita de Baquijano was inaugurated in 1875 on property 
offered as a donation by Henry Meiggs, the American engineer who designed 
and supervised construction of the Callao, Lima, and Oroya Railroad, at that 
time the highest track in the world and one that “broke the back of the Andes.” 
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The Sociedad Hebrea de Beneficencia de Lima, recalling the response of the 
patriarch Abraham to a similar offer, insisted on paying for the land.” It lies 
not far from the city’s first racetrack, and the names of ten individuals and 
firms appear among the founders of both. Apparently, Jews were members of 
the Sociedad de Carreras, which later metamorphosed into the Jockey Club 
of Peru. The inference is that one could be openly Jewish and belong to this 
oligarchic redoubt. Social intercourse led to intermarriage. Although members 
of this migration founded the burial society that would later become the 
cornerstone of organized Jewish life in Peru, all of its original members assimi- 
lated into the Peruvian population and disappeared from Jewish ranks within 
three generations. 

Very different from this Central European migration was that of Jews 
from North Africa—probably Spanish-speaking Moroccans from Tetuén and 
Tangier—who came to Peru in the mid-nineteenth century, attracted by Ama- 
zonia’s rubber boom.” The initiation of commercial steamboat service made 
it possible for adventurers to penetrate the interior by way of the river, and 
people of all nationalities trooped to the area to enrich themselves or to die 
unchronicled in the jungle. Jews were among their number. They lived in the 
region of Iquitos till about 1910, when the development of East Indian rubber 
plantations ended the Brazilian boom. Of the 150 Jews known to have been 
in the province of Amazonas at that time, possibly 90 left the area. Many of 
the men who stayed had formed families with local women. There are therefore 
people living in Amazonas today with Sephardic names such as Benzaquen, 
Levy, Israel, or Abenzur who preserve attentuated memories of their Jewish 
origins. 


Guatemala 

Despite the very different conditions of Guatemalan life, the debate over 
European immigration took place in terms so similar to those which engaged 
the Argentines and Chileans that we are led inescapably to the conclusion that 
the context of immigration policy was molded by the same intellectual forces 
all over the continent. 

Debate over the merits of immigration began while Guatemala was a 
member of the Federation of Central America, a union with El Salvador, 
Honduras, Nicaragua, and Costa Rica that coalesced after the fall of Iturbide 
of Mexico in 1823 and lasted only until 1838. Most articulate elements in the 
new republic were concerned with “improving” (read, Europeanizing) the 
quality of life. On the method, direction, and tempo of change, opinion diverged. 
Liberals generally were convinced that certain elements essential to develop- 
ment were not obtainable from domestic sources, and they looked abroad for 
help. Consequently, they framed laws that they hoped would attract immigrants 
and capital to the country to aid in the development of the economy and alter 
existing cultural patterns. Disestablishment of the Catholic Church and the 
proclamation of religious toleration in 1833 opened the way for admission of 
non-Catholics. Public lands were made available to private buyers, with one- 
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third reserved for distribution free of charge to immigrant families or to the 
founders of new settlements.* 

Legislation in support of immigration was spurred by a vision of prospective 
European settlers as active agents of social change, who would serve as models 
of entrepreneurial activity while teaching native citizens the virtues of civic 
responsibility. In addition to their material contributions, they were expected 
to alter existing culture patterns so that the modernization of Guatemala could 
begin. Generally, the majority Native American population, inheritors of the 
ancient Maya civilization, got short shrift. Although at first there was some 
Enlightenment sentiment that all men, even indios, were perfectible, there was 
an increasing tendency during the nineteenth century to view the indigenous 
inhabitants as a stumbling block to economic development. The large land 
grants being offered to foreign developers as often as not belonged to Native 
Americans, by usage if not by law. The cheap labor offered the colonists was 
theirs also, for the Maya had been freed from the onerous labor laws of colonial 
days only to be bound over under laws of vagrancy. It was considered a favor 
to the Indian population to Europeanize it, and this could even be done 
humanely: a European immigrant who married a Native American woman 
thereby qualified for a double portion of land. 

Conservatives feared that a mass influx of foreigners might destabilize 
society or even lead to the alienation of national territory, as had happened in 
Mexico. But when they came to power they did not close off immigration 
entirely. Rather, they reduced the scope of institutional accommodations they 
were prepared to offer, Specifically, Conservatives reestablished the church 
and ceased support for sponsored programs of mass colonization. They retained 
incentives for individual settlers who conformed to existing social norms. Both 
Liberals and Conservatives anticipated an immigration composed almost en- 
tirely of agricultural workers. Liberals would have recruited these en masse, 
whereas Conservatives considered it more prudent to attract desirable immi- 
grants individually. But neither approach succeeded. Changes in law were 
ineffectual in altering the nativist attitude of Guatemaltecos, and in the absence 
of any strong economic attraction, the immigrants simply did not come.” 

When the Liberal party disestablished the church and proclaimed religious 
toleration in 1833, the way was legally clear for Jewish as well as for non- 
Jewish immigrants. Of the few who came, the majority were German; among 
the Germans were Jews. The first for whom there is any record came from 
Posen in 1848.* In that city, the civil status of Jews had long been at hazard, some 
of them qualifying for Prussian citizenship and some not. The full emancipation 
glimpsed as a result of the revolution of 1848 turned out to be a chimera, and 
the reactionary wave that followed compelled many Jews to emigrate. 

In 1870, a congregation of German Jews formed in Guatemala City. This 
was an industrial and commercial community. occupying itself in textile manu- 
facture, the curing of hides, and export-import trade. One of its number, 
Luis Schlesinger (1820-1900), may be considered an industrial precursor for 
Guatemala as a whole. Restrictions were placed by government on the commer- 
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cial activities of foreigners, however (in 1952, the Guatemalan government 
still withheld citizenship from German Jews), and so the country never became 
an attractive place of settlement for large numbers of Jews. Religious toleration 
was a sine qua non, but not in itself sufficient, especially where so vast a gulf 
separated Jews from the native inhabitants. 


The Jewish Population of Latin America in 1889 


By 1889, only a few thousand Jews were to be found in all Latin America. Any 
enumeration risks the omission of individuals; however, the identifiable groups 
included the Portuguese Sephardim of Curacao, who had by now dispersed 
to adjacent lands of the Caribbean basin; West European Ashkenazim from 
France, Germany, Alsace, Lorraine, Switzerland, and England, who were scat- 
tered in the metropolitan cities of Argentina, Chile, Guatemala, Mexico, Brazil, 
and Peru; Spanish-speaking Sephardim from North Africa adventuring in the 
Amazon region of Brazil and Peru; and Arabic-speaking Sephardim in provincial 
towns of Argentina and Mexico and along the Amazon. 

These groups differed from one another in language, social mores, and 
religious practices. While early arrivals may have banded together for purposes 
of prayer, in most instances different interpretations of ritual, derived from 
their very different historic trajectories, led these ethnic groups to create 
their own separate synagogues, schools, and social clubs. Despite this lack of 
cohesion, all usually were perceived by the majority population simply as Jews. 

Portuguese Sephardim fitted into mercantile societies on the fringe of 
the Spanish-speaking world. Appointed to key government positions in the 
Dominican Republic, they utilized their overseas connections to extend the 
republic's slim resources, in one instance arranging for a Dutch bank to consoli- 
date the Dominican debt. As the Sephardim of Santo Domingo assimilated to 
the highest social strata, they gave up their economic ethos, adopting instead 
the mentality of those who prefer to invest their wealth in houses and land. 
They chose for their sons the traditional academic preparation for physician 
or lawyer, in preference to business. These families did not seek to conceal 
their Jewish origins; on the contrary, they tended to boast of them, possibly 
because Jewish descent implied they were white, a matter of importance to 
Dominicans in light of their long occupation by black Haitians.” The number 
of Sephardic families in the Dominican Republic had dwindled to twenty by 
the first quarter of the nineteenth century; the last survivor died an old man 
in the 1950s. 

Ashkenazim were strangers to the Spanish-speaking world, but they proved 
almost as malleable as the Sephardim in the social setting in which they now 
found themselves. These western Jews came from societies that had been 
plowed and harrowed by the great wars of religion, rising nationalism, and 
the Industrial Revolution. They were imbued with the ideal of emancipation, 
of liberation from medieval restrictions, and of acceptance by the family of 
man. In accord with Enlightenment thought, they had freed themselves from 
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the bonds of established religion in order to make themselves acceptable for 
citizenship on an equal footing with Christians. Indeed, a specifically Jewish 
Enlightenment (haskalah) had taken place, preaching that Jews should divest 
themselves of attributes that made them unacceptable to Christians in order 
to qualify themselves for emancipation. “Be a Jew at home, a man on the 
street,” counseled the maskillim (enlighteners), the implication being that the 
world would accept as a human being the same individual it rejected as a Jew. 

In the context of the European historical process, westernized Jews came 
to equate emancipation with acceptance by the Christian majority. If that 
acceptance required the rejection of Jewish tradition, so be it. Hans Kohn, the 
eminent historian of nationalism, described the phenomenon: “During the first 
half of the nineteenth century, assimilation swept through Jewish life like a 
veritable hurricane; originating in Western Europe, it moved eastward, wiping 
out with it practically all the upper strata of Jewish society. One purpose seemed 
to animate Jewish life: to escape from Judaism, to become like the gentiles.”* 
This dream of emancipation alternately bloomed and withered in the revolu- 
tions of 1830 and 1848. The desire to escape from Judaism may have been a 
factor in rendering West European Jews available for immigration to Latin 
America, a continent that had no history of Jewish settlement, and therefore 
no ready-made structures for the legal isolation of Jews. 

In the major metropolitan centers of the Latin American continent to which 
these German, French, English, and Swiss Jews came, they found an elite class 
that was more attuned to the cultural emanations of Europe—particularly 
France—than to the rhythms of their autochthonous societies. Social circles 
that were receptive to Masonry and to positivism formed a milieu into which 
these secularized Jews could comfortably assimilate. Although the social struc- 
tures of these countries were still patrimonial and clerical, those sectors of the 
creole elites who wished to break with the past welcomed immigrants with 
modernizing skills. Their nonadherence to the Catholic Church made them 
welcome allies of the anticlerical elites. Jewish immigrants of 1830, 1848, and 
1870 included engineers, financiers, doctors, linguists, scientists, and entrepre- 
neurs—all skills the continent gravely lacked. Possession of such skills facilitated 
the entry of the immigrants into the upper reaches of the middle class, where 
their mobility was enhanced by the fact that many were estranged from their 
religion and eager to be accepted socially. Many Jewish immigrants continued 
to regard themselves as Jews while paying little attention to religious ritual. 
Having been partially assimilated into the gentile environment of Europe, 
they formed religious congregations in the New World but continued their 
assimilatory trend by marrying Catholic wives, sometimes in Protestant ceremo- 
nies. The opening of social circles to accommodate the newcomers was simpli- 
fied by the readiness of both parties to relegate religion to secondary status. 
Intermarriage, the result of social acceptance, accomplished one of the major 
goals the proimmigration forces had set themselves. 

The expectation that immigrants would supply the Latin economies with 
cheap labor went unsatisfied by this migration. Few in number, Jewish immi- 
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grants were completely irrelevant to the demand for agricultural labor since 
they included, as far as can be determined, no farmers at all (with the exception 
of the landowning German coffee planters of S40 Paulo). On the other hand, 
these immigrants did provide entrepreneurial skills that many Latin Americans, 
particularly the positivists, wanted to recruit to give impetus to industrialization. 
In the process, some Jewish immigrants achieved great personal success, un- 
hampered by their origins or religious affiliation. 

Of the Jewish immigrants from Arab regions of this period far less is 
known. They proceeded from Muslim areas that had not been reached by the 
intellectual currents that shaped post-Napoleonic Europe. For the most part, 
they retained a pious worldview that shaped their outlook and their mode of 
address toward the peoples among whom they lived. Nationalism, seculariza- 
tion, emancipation were to remain alien concepts for a generation or more, 
and intermarriage was vehemently rejected as an agent of erosion of Jewish 
life.* As pariahs who were alternately harassed and patronized by their Muslim 
overlords, the Jews had occupied extremely low status in their countries of 
origin.” They transferred their occupations, their outlook, and their status to 
the countries of their adoption. There is no known instance of these communi- 
ties seeking to link up with the higher-status Ashkenazim of the great cities. 
They may not even have recognized one another as Jews. 

Religious toleration was not a decisive consideration for non-Jewish immi- 
grants to Latin America. Most came from Spain or Italy, with religious beliefs 
so similar to those of their hosts that no alteration in ecclesiastical structures was 
necessary in order to accommodate them. The real impact of the introduction of 
religious toleration was to encourage a diversified flow of immigrants, largely 
of Protestants, who of course far outnumbered Jews. Once immigrants entered 
a country en masse, as in Argentina, their very number and heterogeneity 
wrought unpredictable and irreversible changes in society, including the crea- 
tion of tolerable conditions for Jewish life. Mass immigration in fact occurred 
only where religious toleration combined with economic opportunity. The 
experience of Guatemala shows that legal toleration alone was not enough to 
attract immigrants, Jews or non-Jews. But if the economic possibilities seemed 
attractive enough, immigrants came even where there were barriers to their 
absorption. 

For Jews, religious toleration was crucial. True, Jewish individuals found 
their way to the most unlikely areas when the economic stakes seemed high 
enough (or, in later periods, when the need for refuge overwhelmed caution). 
But for the mass of people, the absence of a legal base for their existence—for 
marriage, burial, registration of the birth of a child, secular education—did 
not create an alluring prospect. Without religious toleration, no Jewish immigra- 
tion of any magnitude took place, whatever the idiosyncratic choices of individ- 
ual Jews. 

Thus, formation of the contemporary Jewish communities was a function 
of religious toleration and economic incentive on the one hand, and of the 
massive immigration of heterogeneous peoples on the other. The combined 
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activities of the newcomers did in fact commence the industrialization of the 
continent so devoutly anticipated by positivists and others, while at the same 
time upsetting the former balance of political and social forces, as the tradition- 
alists had feared. In this way were the expectations of liberal and conservative 
alike brought to reality. 


CHAPTER 3 


Mass Immigration, 
1889 to World War I 


We came third class because there was no fourth. 
—Pinie Wald 


THE CONTEMPORARY JEWISH communities of Latin America were formed 
between 1889 and World War I, largely by East European Ashkenazim. The 
extremely high migration figures for this period (see Table 1) reflect the intense 
pressures that were being exerted upon Jews within their countries of origin, 
at a time when international travel was relatively cheap and most countries of 
the Western Hemisphere followed unrestricted immigration policies. 

Most migrants of this period originated in the Russian Empire, Poland, 
and Romania, where a dual policy toward Jews was being exercised by govern- 
ments of the late nineteenth century. Toleration for the Jewish commercial 
and industrial bourgeoisie that was engaged in modernization of the economy 
was accompanied by ruthless oppression and deprivation of the majority, a 
policy aimed at driving impoverished Jews to emigrate. The pressure was 
particularly severe in Russia, where the czarist government sought to divert 
attention from economic upheaval and social and political struggle by encourag- 
ing a brutal wave of pogroms. 

In 1881, the assassination of Czar Alexander II was made the occasion for 
a series of government-sponsored pogroms. The May Laws of the following 
year forced confinement of Russian Jews to certain towns and townships, driving 
them from the rural villages where many had lived. As a result of officially 
countenanced mass destruction, Jews by the thousand—dispossessed, bewil- 
dered, and the responsibility of no one—fled over the border into Germany. 
From there many made their way, with the help of Jewish relief organizations, 
to the New World. These East European Ashkenazim, in their pell-mell flight 
westward, formed the bulk of the Jewish communities of the United States, 
Canada, and Latin America, in the process shifting the balance of the world 
Jewish population from Europe to the Western Hemisphere. In the twenty 
years from 1880 to 1900, half a million Jews entered the United States. But 
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these numbers were to be eclipsed during the next fourteen years. Among the 
million and a half Europeans who fled their homes annually in the years 1900-14, 
fully one-tenth were Jewish. The vast majority of these entered the United States, 
with its reputation for religious toleration and economic opportunity. 

But the desperate need for a haven forced Jews into areas they had not previ- 
ously regarded as hospitable. By the last decade of the nineteenth century, some 
regions of Latin America had entered a period of economic growth, sparked by 
foreign investment in raw materials and in the infrastructure required for their 
extraction and shipment abroad. Ashkenazim now settled in all the Western 
Hemisphere republics, building substantial communities in Argentina and Brazil. 
Accommodating themselves to their new environment, Ashkenazim soon out- 
numbered the West Europeans and Sephardim who had preceded them, stamp- 
ing Latin American Jewish communities with the East European orientation they 
retain to this day.° 

Sephardic immigration also increased during this period, though at a lower 
level numerically than Ashkenazim because they were drawing from a smaller 
population reservoir. Emigration of Jews from the Ottoman Empire escalated 
after 1880. The years 1900-14 saw substantial Sephardic emigration from the 
Balkans, spurred by natural calamities and deteriorating economic conditions. 
How many Sephardim entered Latin American countries during these years is 
not known, but Arabic- and Ladino-speaking congregations were organized in 
both Mexico and Cuba, countries that had not as yet attracted East European 
Jews.' 

The majority of immigrants gravitated to those countries that, out of a desire 
to encourage immigration, separated church and state. Individual Jews, however, 
settled for idiosyncratic reasons in every one of the republics, including those 
with the most limited vision of religious freedom. 


Argentina 


In 1876, Nicolés Avellaneda, third president of Argentina, sponsored an Immi- 
gration and Colonization Law designed to resolve “the problem of European 
immigration” by offering inducements to immigrants who may have been more 
inclined to go to the United States. The law provided for five days’ bed and 
board at an immigrant hostel, assistance in finding a job, and transportation 
anywhere in the republic, all without cost. Especially desirable immigrants, 
such as European farmers and mechanics, were granted additional benefits.” 
More than any other country of Latin America, Argentina seemed to offer an 
optimal combination of religious toleration, strong government support for 
immigration, industrial employment, and land for farming. So great was the 
attraction that one-quarter of a million immigrants, mostly Italian and Spanish, 
were admitted to the country in the five-year period 1881-85, and this number 


*The accuracy of Lestchinsky’s calculations in Table 1 may be gauged by reference 
to figures for Brazil, calculated nearly fifty years later. Lesser identified 23,455 Jewish 
immigrants to Brazil in the years 1931-39, compared with Lestchinsky’s 23,675 (Wel- 
coming the Undesireables, p. 183). 
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was more than doubled in the following quinquennium.’ Yet the number of 
Jews admitted to Argentina from 1881 to 1889 was probably no greater than 
350.* At the beginning of this period, the Argentine government had authorized 
its agent in Milan to look into the situation of Jews in czarist Russia with a 
view to inducing them to migrate to Argentina. His efforts were unsuccessful, 
probably for two reasons: the underdevelopment of the Argentine economy, 
as compared with that of the United States; and fear that the religious toleration 
offered by the Constitution of 1853 might lack substance. 

The modest effort to attract Jewish immigrants was met by opposing forces. 
The French language newspaper L’Union Frangaise deplored the move, refer- 
ring to Jews as “noxious insects and powerful parasites.” La Nacién, the presti- 
gious paper founded by Bartolomé Mitre (president of the republic from 1862 
to 1868), was more moderate. Recognizing the plight of Russian Jews, La Nacién 
posed no objection to their individual, spontaneous migration to Argentina. But 
active recruitment was opposed: Jews were the least assimilable people in the 
world. In 1890, the same newspaper serialized La Bolsa, an anti-Semitic novel 
still widely circulated and read in Argentina. 

The question of Jewish immigration to Argentina remained moot for the 
better part of a decade. The earliest mention of Argentina as a possible haven 
that can be found in the Jewish press of eastern Europe occurred in Hatsefira 
of Warsaw in June 1884.° By that date, the first group of Jewish settlers bound 
for Argentina had already been organized. In August 1889, this group of 824 
Jews sailed from Bremen on the ship Weser with the object of taking up farming 
ona plot of land they had bought from an agent of the Argentine government. 
They were at first denied entry at Buenos Aires as “harmful elements,” having 
been expelled from their home country. This on-the-spot decision by the 
port inspector was reversed, and the immigrants were admitted. Argentine 
immigration officials had more power over the admission of immigrants than 
was the case in other countries, and the commissioner's own orientation was 
a potent factor in determining admissibility. It is therefore fortunate, from the 
point of view of Jewish applicants, that the initially hostile attitude of Juan Alsina, 
commissioner in the crucial first decade of the century, softened sufficiently to 
enable him to comply with the law.’ 

In Argentina’s great century of immigration, almost half the immigrants 
were Italian and another third Spanish. Jews would be counted among the 
remainder. The national census of 1895 enumerated 6,085 israelitas, a figure 
considered by one scholar to be a “serious underestimate.”” The majority of 
these israelitas, 5,890, were foreign-born. Only 753 of them were living in 
Buenos Aires; the rest were trying their luck as farmers under the patronage 
of the Jewish Colonization Association (JCA) in the provinces of Entre Rios, 
Santa Fe, and Buenos Aires.* By 1909, when JCA’ conducted a census, 19,361 
Jews were living in the agricultural colonies, 16,589 in the capital, and about 
13,000 more in the cities of Rosario, Santa Fe, Carlos Casares, La Plata, Cér- 
doba, Mendoza, and Tucuman, bringing the total of Jews in Argentina to just 
under 50,000." 
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The number of israelitas in Buenos Aires and their neighborhood settlement 
pattern coincided closely with the number of Russian-born persons in the city. 
This identification was quickly made, and Jews came to be known as rusos.'! 
Though some 85 percent of Jews did indeed come from Russia, another 15 
percent were classified by JCA as Turks or Moroccans, reflecting the independ- 
ent migration of peddlers into the interior. There were only a sprinkling of 
French, German, English, Italian, Austrian, and Romanian Jews. These ethnic 
divisions became an element in occupational choice, as may be seen from 
observations in the JCA report: “The Russians are generally engaged in the 
furniture trade, the Turks in haberdashery, the Moroccans in cloth and ready- 
made clothing, the French, Germans, Dutch, etc., in jewelry. Some of them 
are extremely rich but most of them are only small tradesmen.” 

The East Europeans felt themselves to be distinct from the Sephardim and 
“Orientals” (Arabic-speaking Jews), as well as from the West Europeans who 
had preceded them and whom they sometimes took to be descendants of 
Marranos, so attenuated was their Jewish cultural life. A view across the gulf 
that separated “easterners” from “westerners” has been provided by Pinie 
Wald, a sheet-metal worker and socialist activist who migrated from Lodz to 
Buenos Aires in 1906. “Originally, these people [the western Europeans] were 
separated by distance from us Jewish Jews; from up close, nothing changed. 
We don’t fight one another, God forbid! We live at peace with one another. 
But we live as separate nations.”* 

Feverish worldwide migration characterized the years 1910-14. Possibly 
41,000 more Jews entered Argentina during these years, bringing the Jewish 
community past the 100,000 mark on the eve of World War I. About one- 
quarter of this population was now in the JCA farm colonies and another one- 
quarter in provincial towns. (Among the latter, as many as 40 percent may 
have been engaged at least part-time in farming.) But Argentine Jewry was 
becoming increasingly concentrated in the capital. The numbers of colonists 
continued to grow, but the urban population grew still faster, so that over half 
of Argentine Jews—65,000 of 110,000—were living in Buenos Aires by World 
War 1.8 

Among these Jews, JCA identified only one hundred who were in the liberal 
professions in 1909. But unlike the more numerous Italians and Spaniards, 
who were for the most part peasants, the Jews included a high proportion of 
skilled workers.'* The fate of this Jewish proletariat would be determined by 
the skills and ideologies the immigrants brought with them, by Argentine beliefs 
regarding immigrants, and by the capacity of the economy to absorb them into 
productive occupations. A description of the Jewish working class has been 
left by Pinie Wald: “The Jewish immigration was proletarian and arrived third 
class, since there was no fourth class. We were no different than the general 
run of people coming in, except that all the Jews came with the intention of 
staying. ... The entire Jewish migration was proletarian, from the ’90s of the 
previous century to the ’50s of the present century.”* Russian, Romanian, and 
(Austrian) Galician Jews had not been able to work in factories in the countries 
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of their birth. In Argentina, according to Wald, they were hired without dis- 
crimination. Bosses treated them well, “not as Jews but as deaf and dumb and 
suffering immigrants.” 

By the 1890s, immigrant workers were organizing themselves into unions, 
a tradition already well established in Europe but still alien to Argentina. 
With no labor code to satisfy the legitimate aspirations of workers and no 
representation in government, unions oriented themselves toward the forcible 
seizure of power and liquidation of the state as an instrument of oppression. 
The earliest stage of labor organization in Argentina, as elsewhere in Latin 
America, was dominated by anarchists, making it appear to the propertied 
class that the organization of labor posed a direct threat to the continuance of 
civilized society. Jewish workers, driven by a thirst for autoemancipation that 
was nourished by classist interpretations of history, joined the most militant 
socialist and communist factions of the workers’ movement. The salience of 
foreign-born labor leaders, in turn, provoked a chauvinist response, making 
the repression of industrial ferment appear to be not only enlightened but 
patriotic. The consequence was a series of violent strikes violently suppressed 
and the identification of Jews specifically as agents of social turbulence."® 

In fact, Jewish workers were dispersed over a range of proletarian ideol- 
ogies. Some turned their eyes to Zion, joining the labor wing of the Zionist 
movement; others gravitated to the Bund, the Jewish branch of evolutionary 
socialism and the favored workers’ organization in their European homelands, 
which linked them with the general labor movement while allowing them to 
retain their cultural autonomy and specifically the use of Yiddish. Those who 
militated in the Socialist and Communist parties tended to drop their ties to 
the organized Jewish community in their desire to integrate completely into 
Argentine society. The clash of political ideologies was reflected within the 
Jewish community: the Communists became alienated from the leadership of 
the community, condemning the latter as petite bourgeois. The radical assimi- 
lators were condemned by the “respectable” members of the community as 
traitors to the Jewish people. 

The Centro Obrero Israelita (Jewish Workers’ Center), founded in 1897, 
included both workers and bosses. By 1905, Jewish tailors, carpenters, capmak- 
ers, and bakers all had organized. The first two groups joined the socialist- 
dominated Union General de Trabajadores, while others such as the bakers, 
who from all accounts suffered the most exploitative conditions, joined the 
anarchist-dominated Federacién Obrera Regional Argentina (FORA). In the 
years surrounding World War I, Jews were active in all branches of the workers” 
movement." In 1908, the anarchists started publishing one page of their news- 
paper, La Protesta, in Yiddish. Buenos Aires Jewish unions carried on the same 
heated debates as those which erupted in New York Jewish unions over the 
relative merits of organizing into separate Jewish locals (so business could be 
conducted in Yiddish) or merging with the general membership in each trade 
union. This debate ran deeper in Argentina than in the United States because 
Argentine society did not legitimize ethnic-based organizations. To persist in 
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identifying Jewishly, as opposed to merging seamlessly into the immigrant mass, 
meant to condemn oneself to permanent marginalization. Most of these early 
Jewish unions failed to survive wartime layoffs and the police repression 
of 1919. 

For a while, Jewish immigrants to Argentina were active in the national 
political arena. Among the founders of the Argentine Socialist party in 1896 
were numerous immigrants and sons of immigrants, including Dr. Enrique 
Dickmann, son of Russian Jews who had migrated to the agricultural colonies. 
Other Jews who had been affiliated with the socialist movement in Europe 
through its Jewish sector, the Bund, retained their ideology after arrival in 
Argentina. Opposed to revolutionary solutions, in 1907 the Bundists founded 
Avangard, whose purpose was to promote evolutionary socialism among the 
Jewish working class through the medium of Yiddish. 

Jews were represented in all branches of the workers’ movement, but most 
heavily in the Socialist party. The three daughters of Moisés Chertkoff, who 
migrated from Odessa to Clara, Entre Rios, in 1894, became, like their father, 
activists in the Socialist party. Participating on an equal footing with the mostly 
male membership, they broke the mold of contemporary patterns of female 
behavior, determined at that date by Catholic traditions of female submissive- 
ness. Fenia, who arrived in Argentina with her teaching certificate already in 
hand, founded the library of colony Clara soon after her arrival; in 1902, she 
founded the first Centro Socialista Femenino, and later worked on behalf of 
immigrants. She wrote for La Vanguardia and founded the Asociacién de 
Recreos y Bibliotecas Infantiles. All the sisters married men who went on to 
leave their mark on Argentine politics: Fenia married Nicolds Repetto, Adela 
married Adolfo Dickmann, and Mariana married Juan B. Justo. Carrying the 
tradition into the next generation, Victoria Gucovsky, daughter of Fenia, married 
Antonio de Tomaso."* 

The Argentine anarcho-communist movement (FORA del V Congreso) had 
a Jewish component known as Arbeter Freynt; so did its syndicalist spin-off, 
FORA del IX Congreso.’ Together these “progressives” founded the Alge- 
meiner Yiddisher Arbeter Farband in 1909 in Buenos Aires that took part in 
the May Day parade that year during which several demonstrators were killed 
by the police. A short while later, a Jewish anarchist named Simon Radowitzky 
assassinated the Buenos Aires chief of police in revenge for these slayings. 
Antianarchist feeling erupted in the sacking of the offices of La Vanguardia 
and La Protesta, the Bundist and anarchist newspapers, as well as the Biblioteca 
Rusa, the Jewish workers’ library. In the police crackdown and state of siege 
that followed, many revolutionaries fled the country or were deported. The 
socialist wing of the Zionist party (Poalei Zion), founded in Buenos Aires four 
years earlier, virtually collapsed at this time following deportation of its leaders. 
A general reaction against immigrants now set in. As in the United States, 
labor unrest, urban crime, and declining morality all were blamed on the 
immigrant. Demands that immigration be curbed began to come from previ- 
ously proimmigration forces. 


58 THE IMMIGRATION YEARS 


In 1909, Ricardo Rojas began the remythologizing of the gaucho that her- 
alded the birth of cultural nationalism. Argentina, he wrote, threatened by 
invasion of foreign influence and ideas, must develop a collective consciousness 
based on native traditions. Immigrants were tolerable as long as they could be 
assimilated, and Argentina was generous. But resistance to assimilation was 
serious. The feeling of racial superiority, originally enlisted in the war against 
gauchismo, now adopted gauchesque virtues in the struggle to naturalize the 
immigrants. 

For that purpose, Rojas undertook to reinterpret Sarmiento, the apostle 
of population growth. Sarmiento, Rojas wrote, was “a partisan of immigration 
conceived as a procedure for creating a fatherland in consortium with humanity, 
and not as a factory without historical destiny, formed by individuals without 
flag, or collectivities without ideals. . .. Sarmiento wanted immigration in order 
to populate the desert, refine the race, stimulate wealth, elevate culture, correct 
political customs; but all this under the aegis of a nationalist ideal, without 
which Argentina would run the risk of moral dissolution.”*’ The way was being 
paved for the closing off of immigration. 

In light of the onslaught of criticism of the immigrant as un-Argentine, 
publication of Los gauchos judios in 1910, Argentina’s centennial year, takes 
on importance. Its author, Alberto Gerchunoff, was born in Poland in 1884 
and brought to Argentina, where he grew up in the Jewish agricultural colony 
of Rajil. Migrating to Buenos Aires at age seventeen, he became a reporter 
for La Nacién and eventually its editor in chief. His best-known work, translated 
as Jewish Gauchos of the Pampas, achieved considerable success in Argentina 
among both Jews and non-Jews. In fact, he was not so much a Jewish writer 
as a writer who interpreted Jewish life to the Gentiles. In this role, he played 
a considerable part in the rooting of the Jewish community in Argentina. His 
novel represents the Jewish claim on Argentine history, a claim backed up by 
the expenditure of blood, sweat, and love in the agricultural colonies.”! 

Gerchunoff proposed that Jewish life in Argentina represented a continu- 
ation of the Jews’ Spanish tradition, interrupted but not ended by the Expulsion 
of 1492. By settling in Argentina, Jews were simply recovering what was already 
theirs; they even learned Spanish easily, he averred, because they already 
possessed a Spanish spirit. To develop this line of thought, Gerchunoff had to 
ignore the disparate historical experience of Sephardim and Ashkenazim: the 
latter were never in Spain and were never expelled from there. But his effort 
to anchor the Jews within Argentine tradition was rewarded by the admiration 
of numerous critics, one of whom wrote concerning him, “que por ser judio, 
tenfa mucho de espaiiol” (being Jewish, he had much of the Spaniard in him).* 
He was also rewarded by the veneration of thousands of Argentine Jews, for 
whom he spoke at a level of psychological, if not factual, truth.” 

Gerchunoff was just one among many major contributors to Argentine 
culture whose origins lay in Eastern Europe. Samuel Eichelbaum, born to 
Russian Jewish parents in the town of Dominguez, has been described as “the 
preeminent Spanish-speaking playwright.” Joseph Kessel, born in Villa Clara 
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to a physician who was among the first Jewish settlers in Entre Rios, was 
received into the French Academy of History for his literary and historical 
works.” Abraham Rosenwasser, born 1896 in Colonia Mauricio, earned a 
distinguished reputation worldwide as an Egyptologist, and participated in 
salvaging the monuments swamped by the Aswan dam.” Cesar Tiempo (born 
Israel Zeitlin in 1906 in the Ukraine) lived a lively literary life in Buenos Aires 
as journalist, playwright, poet, and editor of the literary review Columna.” 
Other Argentine literary figures stemming from this migration include Enrique 
Espinoza (né Samuel Glusberg), founder of the intellectual journal Babel; 
Carlos Griinberg, novelist and poet; and Max Dickman, influential Buenos 
Aires writer.” Enrique Dickmann, who was elected to Congress on the Socialist 
ticket, likewise stemmed from this migration. Dickmann grew up in the Jewish 
agricultural colonies but became a physician, one of those many of whom it was 
said, “We planted wheat, and grew doctors.” The roster of Jewish intellectuals, 
scientists, actors, and artists who were accepted into the Argentine pantheon 
bespeaks a high degree of integration of this immigrant stream in the early 
decades of the twentieth century. The hesitation among Jewish religious leaders 
to support immigration to Argentina, and their choice not to go there them- 
selves, seemed to have been invalidated by the opportunities available to Jews 
in their new land. 


Chile 


Despite early liberal immigration policy, Chile attracted very few immigrants 
in the nineteenth century. The country remained difficult of access. Prior to 
the opening of the Panama Canal, the options were a hazardous voyage through 
the Straits of Magellan or an arduous crossing of the Andes by foot or muleback 
(the trans-Andean railroad was not opened until 1910). There was no attempt 
to organize mass Jewish immigration, such as occurred in Argentina. The result 
was that there were scarcely enough Jews for a minyan (prayer unit of ten 
men) in Santiago in 1906, when an earthquake impressed upon the residents 
there the need for supernatural support. 

One extraordinary personality of the period was the mining engineer Mauri- 
cio (Moritz) Hochschild. Born near Frankfurt to a middle-class Jewish family, 
Hochschild decided to try his luck in Chile, arriving there in 1911. Backed by 
a substantial letter of credit, he began buying copper for export and soon 
prospered. Bringing his brother over from Germany to run the business in 
Chile, he himself moved on to Bolivia, eventually becoming one of the “big 
three” of the tin industry and a sponsor of efforts to resettle German Jewish 
refugees in that country.” 

Most of the East European Jews who came to Chile in the years just prior 
to World War I were moving on from Argentina, where they had not been 
able to sink roots. They arrived partially acculturated, with some knowledge 
of Spanish and, says one author, a fear of appearing to be Jewish that they had 
learned in Buenos Aires. These early settlers seem to have lived in fear of the 
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surrounding population, whom they saw as “consumed by drunkenness and 
dominated by religious fanaticism” (an observation contained in the Yiddish 
text, but not in the Spanish translation).” An effigy of Judas, looking suspiciously 
like the medieval caricature of a Jew, was still being taken out and garrotted each 
Holy Week. Consequently, many Jews feared to identify themselves publicly as 
Jews, and a social club organized in 1911 opened under the unlikely name 
Filarmonica Rusa. 

The Chilean Jewish community gained recruits with the flight of political 
activists from Argentina following the police repression of 1909." Some Jewish 
businessmen also left Argentina during World War I for Chile, where the 
economy was more buoyant because of worldwide demand for copper and 
nitrates. But central European Jews continued to predominate, and these were 
still scattered in foreign colonies for the most part. A small number of German- 
speaking Jews had become highly successful in banking and export-import 
houses in the major cities.” To the south, various Sephardic families settled 
in Temuco, capital of Araucania, in 1914. They came from Monastir, in Yugosla- 
via, and they called their first club Centro Macedonia; only later was the 
word israelita added. Other Sephardim, impelled by shattered economies and 
religious wars, left their ancient communities in Istanbul, Smyrna, and Salonika 
and emigrated to Chile, founding new communities in Santiago and Valparajso.*’ 

Chilean intellectual support for immigration reversed field around 1905, 
when the accumulation of economic power by foreigners and their consequent 
rise to middle-class status presented an unexpected challenge to existing inter- 
ests. This reaction must have set in without much stimulus from Jews. The 
newly arrived East Europeans were mostly peddlers who had not yet had time 
to establish themselves or to draw substantial quantities of business away from 
established merchants. And, although under the circumstances precise numbers 
cannot be known, there were only from two hundred to five hundred Jews in 
all of Chile in 1914. 


Mexico 


The dictatorial rule of Porfirio Diaz, who controlled the destiny of Mexico 
from 1876 to 1911, spanned the period during which the need for resettlement 
of the Jews of Europe was expanding exponentially. A determined modernizer, 
Diaz welcomed European immigration, and as a consequence, all Jewish aid 
organizations looked into the possibilities for Jewish settlement in that country.” 
In 1891, financial moguls Jacob Schiff and Baron Maurice de Hirsch discarded 
the idea after examining wage levels in the country; two decades later, North 
American rabbi Martin Zielonka was touting the advantages of Mexico as a 
home for the Jews. Periodically, the possibility was floated of creating a Jewish 
homeland in Baja California. The outbreak of the Revolution of 1910 and 
the decades of chaos which followed, put an end to all such speculation. 
Curiously, the minimal number of Jews who had meanwhile immigrated 
from Damascus, Aleppo, and the Turkish empire, and who had started out as 
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peddlers, may have been pushed up into the petite bourgeoisie by revolutionary 
events. The destruction of infrastructure and disruption of existing trade chan- 
nels permitted them to establish small enterprises to fill local gaps in the 
economy.” During the first two decades of the twentieth century increasing 
numbers of Syrian, Turkish, and Lebanese Jews were matched by increments 
from the Balkans, expelled by the wars of that period. In 1917, an unknown 
number of Russian Jewish men who had migrated to the United States crossed 
into Mexico to avoid being drafted to fight a war they feared would include 
an invasion of Russia.* 

Mexico was not attractive to immigrants generally, and very few Jews 
found their way there during this period. Many who did attempted to obscure 
their identity, either out of a sense of alienation from the Jewish people or 
from fear that the Inquisition mentality had taken permanent root in the deeply 
religious countryside. In the absence of community organization, mythology 
takes over, and estimates of the Jewish population of Mexico in 1905-10 vary 
from seventy-five to fifteen thousand.” The American Jewish Year Book figure 
of 8,972 is plausible, but the number could not have been known with certainty. 


Brazil 


In the last decade of the nineteenth century, Jewish immigration to Brazil 
increased in numbers while becoming more disparate in origin. Immigrants 
continued to come from North Africa and western Europe, but to these were 
added Jews from countries of the eastern Mediterranean (Greece, Turkey, 
Syria, Lebanon, Palestine) as well as from Russia and adjacent countries of 
eastern Europe. These immigrants organized themselves into landsmannschaf- 
ten on the basis of country of origin; the synagogues and mutual aid societies grew 
up without reference to one another. Nevertheless, they established a skeletal 
infrastructure for Jewish life that would ease the entry into Brazil of future waves 
of immigrants.” In this respect, Mexico and Brazil stand in contrast to one an- 
other, highlighting the far more relaxed religious atmosphere of Brazil. 

Most of these immigrants settled in Rio de Janeiro, Sao Paulo, or the state of 
Minas Gerais; but smaller numbers dispersed to other provinces. The Brazilian 
national census of 1900 located 1,021 Jews in the country. During the years 
1900-10, East European Jewish immigration increased. Many arrived in Brazil 
under shepherding of immigration agents, who had acquired the ships’ tickets 
gratis from the Brazilian government upon representing that they were recruit- 
ing labor for the coffee, tobacco, and sugar plantations. The immigrants quickly 
sought escape from the debt slavery of the plantations, and most metamorphosed 
into peddlers. Rio also served as a staging area for the introduction of Jewish 
young women into the white slave trade during periods when the Argentine po- 
lice cracked down on prostitution in that country."! 

Some Ashkenazim came to Brazil under the auspices of the JCA, which 
founded Colonia Filipson in the state of Rio Grande do Sul in 1903, beginning 
with forty-eight families totaling two hundred persons, most of them children. 
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Unaccustomed to the soil and climate, the immigrants abandoned this colony 
within a single generation, turning to peddling and petty commerce in Pérto 
Alegre, capital of the state.” The colony Quatro Irmaos, founded in 1910, suffered 
a most difficult fate. Caught up in the rebellion of 1922 that racked the state of 
Rio Grande do Sul, the colony was alternately occupied, taxed, and terrorized 
by opposing forces, leading to the impoverishment and departure of almost all 
of the settlers. 


. [was standing in the door of my father’s store. I was born in 1921: 
the revolution was in 1923. I won't forget him because the guy was my 
namesake. ... He said, Jacob, I'm gonna lasso me a chimango at the 
barricade. He went out, caught one and was shot in the forehead and 
died. But he caught one, did his service to the gatichos. . . . | remember 
when they had that revolution, the chimangos against the maragatos. 
The maragatos took out about twenty meters of track, to derail a train 
that was carrying 312 chimangos, which are the army of the Military 
Brigade. They killed almost all the brigaders—what a revolution.” 


“The good intentions of the Jewish Colonization Association ... never 
translated into a better life for the colonists,” concludes their historian. Instead 
of the agricultural colonies acting as magnets to attract new immigrants to the 
underpopulated parts of the country, as the government had hoped, urban 
areas filled up with refugees from the countryside—and not from the Jewish 
colonies alone. 

On the eve of World War I, the most important Jewish communities in 
Brazil were still the Sephardim of the north. There were small communities 
in Itacoatiara and Parintins and a large one in Manaus that was not organized. 
The largest community was that of Belém do Para, which possibly numbered 
eight hundred. Its local influence was reflected in the establishment of a chair 
in the Hebrew language at the Colegio Para e Amazonas. Rio likewise had an 
organized Sephardic community at that date.” 

In all, there may have been 5,000 Jews in Brazil in 1917, compared with 
Argentina’s 112,000, according to a survey commissioned by the American 
Jewish Committee. By that date, many Sephardim who had originally settled 
in the small riverine towns of Amazonia as traders and rubber brokers had 
moved on to Rio, Sao Paulo, Caracas, and other large cities in the wake of the 
fall in rubber prices.” The scant number of Jewish immigrants into the country 
in this period, when pressures for exodus from eastern Europe were great, 
corresponds to what is known about the relative unattractiveness of the country 
to immigrants at the turn of the century. As whites, immigrants arriving from 
Europe had an advantage in the labor market over black, recently freed slaves. 
Nevertheless, the predominantly rural and regimented nature: of plantation 
labor was no attraction for immigrants who hoped that, by coming to the New 
World, they could improve the quality of their lives. 
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Peru 


Between 1910 and 1915, numerous family groups of Sephardim emigrated to 
Peru. At first, they joined the existing society of German Jews—their acceptance 
by earlier settlers shown by the election of Sephardi individuals to office in 
the Sociedad de Beneficencia Israelita. They did, however, go off on their own 
within the decade, adding “Sefaradi” to the organization’s title. Although a few 
East European Jews entered Peru from Poland and Russia in the closing years 
of the nineteenth century, the Ashkenazi migration did not really begin until 
about 1912, when identifiable family groups took up residence in the Lima 
barrio of Chirimoyo.** In the Cementerio Israelita de Bellavista, the places of 
birth inscribed on 875 tombstones mark the dimensions of the Peruvian gather- 
ing of exiles. Fifty of the deceased were born in Romania, 240 in Bessarabia, 
7 in Bucovina, 52 in Russia (half these in Ukraine), 141 in Poland, 25 in 
Hungary, with a scattering of individuals from Czechoslovakia, Chile, Brazil, 
Colombia, Argentina, France, England, Yugoslavia, Switzerland, United States, 
Belgium, and Ecuador. So much for Yiddish speakers. German speakers totaled 
178, most from Germany itself, with 23 from Austria. Sephardim comprised 
154 persons or 18 percent of the total. They had been born in Turkey, Greece, 
Morrocco, and Egypt.” While most of these Jews settled in Lima, individuals 
have been identified in towns from Tumbes to Huancavelica, Cuzco to Are- 
quipa. Overall numbers, however, were very small, numbering in the hundreds 
only. Most of these immigrants began as peddlers, returning home to the shtetl 
(provincial Jewish towns of eastern Europe) when they had put aside some 
money. But the rise of anti-Semitism in Europe after World War I put an end 
to their peregrinations, and those who had been able to establish an economic 
base in Peru settled there on a permanent basis.” Most of these stayed in Lima, 
but some opened stores and cafés in provincial towns, where advertisements for 
“Casa Bessarabia” could still be seen in the 1960s. 


Panama 


Sephardic immigrants had settled in Panama while the area was still a province 
of Gran Colombia. These were descendants of Portuguese New Christians 
who moved to British territory such as Jamaica and St. Thomas and there 
reverted to Judaism. The destruction of St. Thomas by hurricane in 1867 drove 
numbers of these Sephardim to relocate in Panama.” More Sephardim of the 
Antilles entered Panama when the French began construction of the canal. 
The assumption of the canal project by the United States initiated a commercial 
boom that attracted, among others, Jews from every part of the world. Partly 
because of the presence of the United States in the Canal Zone, and partly as 
a result of the mixture of nations in the infant republic, Panama developed a 
relatively liberal religous policy. Catholicism was recognized as the predominant 
religion, but freedom of conscience was also guaranteed, and the government 
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was forbidden to interfere in religious practices. As a result, there was no 
practical or legal bar to the immigration of non-Catholics.* 

In 1917, a well-defined occupational hierarchy was observed among Pana- 
manian Jews. The “native” Jews (descendants of émigrés from Curagao) com- 
prised a quarter of the Jewish population of five hundred. Owners of 
commission houses and of large holdings in the public utilities, these Sephardim 
mingled with the highest strata of society rather more than with their coreligion- 
ists. About 15 percent of Jews were Syrians, a class of middle-sized merchants 
in dry goods, notions, and the like. Turkish and Egyptian Jews were peddlers and 
small shopkeepers, occupying a considerably lower social level than previously 
named groups. American and central European Jews had invested heavily in 
hotels, movie theatres, and furniture and clothing stores and had done particu- 
larly well since the arrival of the American canal builders. A few Jewish 
ranchers, farmers, dentists, lawyers, and opticians rounded out the occupa- 
tional picture. 


Uruguay 


Although church and state were not legally separated until 1919, all Jewish 
observers attest to the religious toleration that prevailed in the republic in the 
twentieth century. Uruguay appears to be the only Latin American republic 
eager to acknowledge the cultural role of immigrants, even erecting a monu- 
ment to them in a major public park. Or, as one immigrant put it, “that faceless 
seeker after happiness whom fate cast upon the Uruguayan shore .. . turned 
out to be a pioneer and founder of the modern national economy.” 

Sephardim found their way to Uruguay in the early 1900s. rie came, 
declassed and impoverished, from Lebanon, Syria, and Turkey. Although they 
arrived without resources, their knowledge of Ladino eased their entry into 
the Uruguayan economy. Most became peddlers, and their integration was 
facilitated by the absence of xenophobia. There was greater willingness on the 
left bank of the Plata than on the right to accept the immigrant innovator 
without concern for his religion. Immigrants received equal rights on arrival; 
all they had to do was obey the law. In this atmosphere, the Sephardim metamor- 
phosed within a decade into merchants, handcraftsmen, and even small indus- 
trialists. Additional Sephardim arrived after the First Balkan War (1912-13). 
These were economically better off than their predecessors, and they laid the 
foundations of the present Montevideo Jewish community. By 1917, there were 
seventeen hundred Jews in Uruguay, three-fourths of them Sephardim. About 
fifteen hundred of the total lived in Montevideo, and almost all were middle 
or working class. A few extremely wealthy merchants had left their Jewish 
origins behind. About 10 percent of this population was in agricultural colonies, 
either established by JCA or initiated independently. Numbers of second- 
generation youth were attending the university, and about ten Jews held low- 
ranking positions in government.” 
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Paraguay has never appeared in a favorable light as a place of settlement for 
immigrants, despite efforts by successive governments to attract Europeans 
and Americans. The disastrous war of the Triple Alliance left Paraguay with a 
population of just 231,000; in a bid to repopulate the country, the constitution 
of 1870 provided for freedom of religion and offered numerous benefits to 
immigrants, including ease of naturalization. No large number of Jews took 
advantage of the invitation, probably dissuaded by the vision of a society 
polarized between a Spanish creole elite and a subjugated Indian mass, in- 
tensely Catholic, with little breathing space for non-Catholics. 

Most immigrants were either Italian or Argentine—both Latin and Catholic. 
Exceptionally, two colonies of Protestant farmers—Mennonites and Methodist 
Episcopals—did establish themselves, but no mass settlement of Jews was 
attempted comparable to the efforts by JCA in neighboring Argentina and 
Uruguay. In Asunci6n itself, where Positivists and Freemasons engaged in open 
combat with the Catholic Church, the few Jews living there intermarried and 
gave up their Jewish legacy.” Seiferheld identified several individuals of Jewish 
descent who served their country as foreign emissaries in London and Paris. 

The second half of the nineteenth century saw the arrival in Paraguay of 
a small number of Sephardim, including the anthropologist Moisés Santiago 
Bertoni and his son Guillermo Tell Bertoni, the latter a botanist and lawyer, 
who became active in Paraguayan politics.” Small numbers of Ashkenazim 
from Poland and Russia settled in Paraguay in the first decade of the twentieth 
century. In 1917, the director-general of statistics was a Jew. Additional arrivals 
from central Europe and the Balkans brought the community to six hundred 
by World War L* The continuing pattern until the period of Nazism was 
of isolated individual Jews choosing Paraguay for reasons best known to 
themselves. 


Bolivia 


Bolivia, old Upper Peru, was one of the last bastions of the loyalist Spanish 
church during the wars for independence, and her first constitution amply 
reflected that fact: “The Roman Catholic Apostolic religion is the religion of 
the Republic to the exclusion of all other public cults.” Half a century later, 
in 1871, this article was slightly revised in an effort to accommodate foreign 
immigration: the practice of non-Catholic cults was to be permitted “in colonies 
where it is tolerated.” By 1905, this right had been extended throughout the 
republic, and over the next five years, the rights of civil marriage and of civil 
burial were instituted. Nevertheless, economic and social conditions were not 
deemed inviting by any large number of immigrants. The grant of religious 
toleration served to facilitate the entrance of Protestant missionaries to the 
country, but not of many non-Christians. 
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In 1904, several Russian Jewish families found their way to Bolivia. (The 
expression used by the Yiddish-language historian is farblondzhet, which carries 
the implication that these people had gotten lost and wandered into Bolivia 
by mistake.) Twenty-five families were counted in that country by the repre- 
sentative of the American Jewish Committee in 1917. All were either owners 
of businesses or employees of these same firms. Bolivia, with its majority 
Aymara and Quechua populations continuing to live their age-old ways of life 
based on agriculture and transhumance rearing of flocks, was not Uruguay or 
even Argentina, where European-descended populations offered immigrants 
an opportunity for linking to the majority society. Peddlers did not tackle 
lightly this mountainous terrain whose inhabitants showed little desire for the 
products of the industrialized world. 


Cuba 


Cuba, which remained under Spanish control far longer than the other repub- 
lics, is the single one in which Jews participated in the wars of independence. 
Filibustering raids against this last of the Spanish colonies in the New World 
were mounted—prematurely, as it turned out—from Gran Colombia in 1832 
and from New Orleans in 1852. These included a number of Jews, who earned 
themselves a place in Cuban history. Of particular interest is the career of 
Luis Schlesinger, a Hungarian Jew who had fought in the revolution of 1848 
and who subsequently fled to the United States. There he was recruited by 
Cuban General Narciso Lépez, who persuaded him to lead a raid upon the 
island. The expedition took off from New Orleans and reached El Morrillo, 
Pinar del Rio, on 12 August 1851. Captured by the Spanish and imprisoned 
in Ceuta, Schlesinger escaped and lived to write his memoirs.” Akiva Rolland, 
a Ukrainian Jewish adventurer, entered Cuban history as General Carlos Roloff 
and became the first finance minister of the independent republic. Substantial 
numbers of Jews, chiefly of Spanish origin, fought in the final war of indepen- 
dence in 1898. The American expeditionary force that served in that war 
included a number of Jewish soldiers who decided to remain on the island 
when the war was over. At its conclusion, some Romanian Jewish immigrants 
(referred to as “Americans” in Cuban Jewish literature because they had been 
naturalized on the mainland) took up residence in Cuba and opened businesses 
there under the concessions wrought by the U.S. military government. By 
1900, there were about three hundred Jewish families in Cuba. 

The years 1902-14 witnessed intensive immigration to Cuba from Turkey 
and Syria (fifty-seven hundred persons, according to Cuban government fig- 
ures). According to some historians, Cuba received more emigrants from Turkey 
than did any other part of Latin America, and most of these were Jews. Badly 
impacted by the reforms brought in by the Young Turk movement and by the 
chaos of the Balkan wars, they opted for Cuba because of the similarity of the 
language to their native Ladino."' This group was swollen by the arrival of 
refugees from the Mexican Revolution of 1910 and the counterrevolution of 
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1913 (following the murder of Francisco Madero). By 1916, there were four 
thousand Sephardim in Havana, but their numbers dwindled as the world war 
ended, some returning to Mexico and others proceeding to the United States. 

East European Jews were slow to discover Cuba as a country of settlement. 
Close to four thousand East European Jews passed through the Cuban offices 
of various Jewish immigrant aid societies between 1910 and 1917, but the best 
estimate of the total Jewish population of Cuba in 1919 is just two thousand. 
As long as the United States and even Europe were viable options, Cuba was 
no more than a transit point for Ashkenazim. 


Venezuela 


As we have seen, Jewish life in Venezuela commenced with the migration of 
Sephardim from Curacao and St. Thomas. A descendant of this group, David 
Lobo Senior, born in 1861 at Puerto Cabello, became rector of the Universidad 
Central of Venezuela and later chargé diaffaires of the Venezuelan embassy in 
Washington, D.C. Dr. Mario Capriles, born in 1872, served as president of 
the legislature of the state of Carabobo, then as deputy, senator, secretary, and 
finally president of the National Congress. Capriles was made a Caballero of 
the Royal Order of Isabella the Catholic, a suitable honor in light of the fact 
that his mother was a descendant of Abraham Senior, last Jewish minister of 
that queen.” Other noteworthy Venezuelan Sephardim in this period included 
a president of the Supreme Court, an official of the Bank of Venezuela, the 
man who introduced the telegraph into the country, and the founder of the 
Venezuelan Red Cross. 

Over the course of time, increasing numbers of Sephardim contracted 
marriage with local families. Jewish communities at Tucacas (state of Falcén) 
and Barcelona (state of Anzoategui) disappeared within the last century through 
assimilation. The longest-lived of the communities, and probably the oldest 
one on the continent, was situated at Coro, whose port is opposite the island 
of Curagao. The cemetery at Coro was founded in 1832 by Josef Curiel for 
the burial of his infant daughter Iojevet. The stones there tell a story. In contrast 
to the cemetery of the mother community of Curacao, where tombstones are 
engraved in Hebrew, those at Coro are in Spanish and sculpted with undeniably 
Catholic cherubs. Apparently, the Coro community originally lived as Jews but 
lacked the capacity to pass along their traditions. Gradually the community 
dissolved, bequeathing its descendants to the nation at large. Long neglected, 
the site was restored in 1970 under the direction of the Venezuelan minister 
of public works, José Curiel, a descendant of the family.” 

The contemporary Jewish community of Venezuela originated with the 
migration of Jews from Morocco, Palestine, Syria, Lebanon, and Iran, beginning 
in 1900. Most started their new lives as itinerant peddlers, moving up within 
a generation or two into the ranks of merchants and bankers.“ Most of the 
Moroccans were Spanish speakers from Tetudn. The frequency of movement 
between Morocco and Venezuela is shown by the fact that the principal shop 
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in Tetuan in the 1920s was called La Caraquefia; the doctor of the Spanish 
legation in Caracas was a Moroccan Jew. 

As far as can be ascertained, Russian Jews did not find their way to Venezuela 
during the period of czarist repression. The continual civil unrest to which 
Venezuela was subject in the nineteenth century was not conducive to immigra- 
tion of any type. The intimate ties between church and state presented an 
additional problem. The temporal power of the church was contained in 1873, 
when the dictator Antonio Guzman Blanco broke the ecclesiastical monopoly 
over civil matters, including registration of births, marriages, and deaths and 
the administration of cemeteries. But the relationship between church and 
state remained symbiotic: religious liberty was guaranteed, but only under 
supervision of the state. The Venezuelan government continued to exercise 
the patronato (the right to appoint the church hierarchy) until 1964. In effect, 
the Catholic Church remained a state church. 

Portuguese Sephardim had had long historic experience with this type 
of situation; the Spanish Sephardim who lived as dhimmis in Muslim lands, 
alternately protected and harassed by their overlords, may have found the 
atmosphere of Venezuela a relief. But Ashkenazim were well aware of the 
possibilities for full emancipation as introduced to Europe by Napoleon, and 
the promise of full citizenship held out by the evolution of democracy in the 
United States. Fleeing from czarist oppression and Catholic reaction in eastern 
Europe, they would have been most reluctant to step backward in time to 
enter a country where they would have had to subordinate their dreams to a 
monolithic Catholic regime. 


The Jewish Population of Latin America in 1917 


All countries of Latin America received Jewish immigrants during the period 
1880-1914. The repression being experienced by Jews of eastern Europe was 
matched by the pressures exerted against Sephardim in the Balkans. Like the 
Ashkenazim, many Sephardim were forced to find new homes in areas that had 
never before attracted them. Just which Latin American republic an immigrant 
might choose appears to have been determined by historical circumstance, the 
idiosyncrasies of shipping agents, and the availability of financial support. As 
Haim Avni has shown for Argentina, the decision of JCA to sponsor agriculturists 
only, combined with JCAs limited organizational capacity, limited the overall 
number of Jewish immigrants they sponsored, at a time when the country 
would have been receptive to them.” Random choices of destination, made 
by immigrants whose knowledge of the continent was minimal, led to the 
appearance of new Jewish communities in every corner of the continent. 
The survey commissioned by the American Jewish Committee in 1917 
estimated at 150,000 the number of Jews then living in South and Central 
America and the Caribbean. Of this number, from 110,000 to 113,000 were 
in Argentina. The influx of Russian and other East European Jews had by now 
reversed the balance between Sephardi and Ashkenazi, so that the latter now 
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constituted about 80 percent of Latin American Jewry. The easterners were 
as unlike the central Europeans who had preceded them as both were unlike 
the Sephardim. The easterners arrived penniless and had perforce to fit them- 
selves into the interstices of the host economies. There were no bankers or 
high financiers in this migration, no agents of the House of Rothschild. To the 
contrary, many were clients of Jewish philanthropies. Once arrived, they were 
under great pressure to make good. In addition, the easterners were more 
provincial than the German, French, and English Jews. Locked into the Russian 
Pale of Settlement, without access to national schools or national economies, 
Jews were not participants in the national life of Russia, Poland, or Romania 
in the sense in which Jews had participated in the national life of France, 
Germany, or England. Despite the influence of the haskalah, which encouraged 
secularization of Jewish life in preparation for emancipation, emancipation had 
never come. The Jews’ capacity to come out into non-Jewish society depended 
on the willingness of society to permit them to do so; this had not come about 
in eastern Europe. Consequently, eastern Jews identified as Jews, rather than 
as citizens of the national societies within which they existed. They were still 
citizens of the shtetl, that small Jewish world, traditional, introverted, closed, 
which balanced uneasily upon the threshold of a hostile large world they could 
not enter.” Although religion per se may have been on the defensive in shtetl 
life as everywhere else in Europe, the grip of Yiddishkeit (Jewishness) was 
undiminished. Shtetl Jews arrived in Latin America with Yiddishkeit their chief 
cultural possession and no tradition whatever of free mingling with a gentile 
population. The easterners’ attachment to the Yiddish language had no counter- 
part among the German, French, and Alsatian Jews, who had already translated 
their private lives into non-Jewish languages. East European Jews exhibited 
far greater need to continue their communal life together. They struggled to 
preserve their way of life through myriad communal organizations patterned 
after those which had served their needs in the old country and appeared to 
be equally necessary in the new. Schools, cultural centers, libraries, burial 
societies, mutual aid societies—all these organizational forms came to be syn- 
onymous in the minds of the East Europeans with the concept of a Jewish 
community. In turn, the existence of these communal organizations demarcated 
the Jewish populations more clearly than had been the case before the arrival 
of the East Europeans. 

Among this group particularly, one senses a terror of Catholic lands, a 
rearousal of fears of the terrible pogroms still taking place in Russia and 
Poland, and beyond which lay memory of the grotesque massacres and forced 
conversions in Castile in 1391. Almost every immigrant memoir of this time 
begins or ends with intimations of a pogrom: 


With each passing second, Jacobo went deeper into regions peopled 
by barely recognizable silhouettes. Indefinite streets and houses waved 
in his mind as he relived events from his past. Sometimes he saw himself 
with a cane in his hand, walking down the streets of Chepén. Other 
times he was praying in a room with shuttered windows, or preaching 
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in the square in front of the church. He was publicly reproved by the 
priest. Guards took him from his house and dragged him through the 
streets. He was almost murdered by the people of Chepén. . .. On his 
first night in the hospital, Jacobo had had this same vision. Roused by 
his screams, two nuns had come into his room and found him crouching 
on the ground, his eyes tightly shut, shaking with fear. One of them 
had stayed by his side the rest of the night. The next morning, Jacobo 
asked her to remove the plaster crucifix from his room. 


A young, unnamed, Argentine Jewish narrator decides to write his 
biography. But he soon discovers that his project is in fact a re-writing, 
the rewriting of his father’s European past. In order to inscribe himself, 
the narrator must inscribe the father. He has to repeat, retrace, and 
translate the facts and faces of a difficult past, a past whose tracks 
have been erased by the Holocaust but whose claim on the present is 
intensified by that very erasure.” 


These survivors needed an act of will to entrust their lives to those whom they 
saw as descendants of their old tormentors. Ashkenazim had never been in 
Spain, of course, and neither had most Argentinians or most Mexicans. But 
who knew better than Jews how strong the grip of inherited tradition could be? 

Some Latin American expectations of immigrants were being fulfilled. 
Twenty-six thousand Jewish farmers were on the land in Argentina in 1917, 
several thousand more in Uruguay and Brazil. But despite the tug of agrarian 
life in the “New Zion,” the overwhelming majority of Jews, including three- 
quarters of the now substantial Jewish population of Argentina, lived in the 
cities. 

Prior to World War I, Latin America’s lack of industrialization and continued 
use of cities as religious and administrative centers rather than as centers for 
the production of goods meant that middle population sectors were small and 
elitist. Most Latin American cities remained limited in their functions and 
unintegrated by rail, canal, or road with their rural hinterlands; they exhibited 
little specialization of labor until the spurt of economic growth occasioned by 
the disruption of international trade during World War I. Buenos Aires and 
Montevideo were exceptions to this pattern, and these cities did become early 
recipients of large numbers of Jewish immigrants. 

What area Jewish immigrants chose to settle in seems to have been con- 
trolled in part by the ethnic makeup and class structure of the host society. 
In the Andean republics and Central America, the ethnic gap appeared almost 
unbridgeable. In a country of landed aristocrats and landless peasants, they 
could be neither. Neither criollo nor autochthonous culture provided congenial 
space for insertion of a Jewish presence. The absence of a modernized middle 
class presented a serious obstacle for Jews. The mass of Italian immigrants to 
Argentina resolved their problem of social incongruence by migrating annually 
to harvest the wheat crop, returning home for the winter: the famous golondri- 
nas (swallows). For Jews, there was no returning home. They needed places 
of permanent settlement. The need for a social context into which they could 
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comfortably fit drew Jewish immigrants to countries with heavy European 
immigration. Thus, although there is no country of Latin America in which East 
European Jews did not settle, the largest cohorts headed for the southernmost 
republics, with their predominantly European populations, their nascent middle 
classes, and their social milieus that were favorable to industrialization. Mod- 
ernizing economies meant employment, skilled and unskilled, for the laboring 
and middle classes. Secularizing values in Argentina, Uruguay, Panama, and 
the southern states of Brazil led to disestablishment of the Catholic Church 
and its relegation to secondary status. Such developments made it possible for 
Jews either to live as Jews or to intermarry comfortably. 

Peasant societies, on the other hand, characterized by an Indian or mestizo 
mass and a Hispanic criollo elite, presented the immigrants—Jews and non- 
Jews alike—with the prospect of a mass society whose way of life they could 
only reject and an elite that rejected them. Such countries as Bolivia, Guatemala, 
Paraguay, and Peru were unable to attract much immigration no matter what 
legal frame they devised because there was no social setting into which immi- 
grants could fit. For Jews, the matter was complicated by the prevailing religios- 
ity of these societies, which made it difficult either to live as a Jew or to 
assimilate. Countries in this category did receive some Jewish immigrants in 
the period 1889-1917. But these individuals—preponderantly Sephardim and 
Arabic-speaking Jews—lived isolated as a merchant caste in a manner not 
dissimilar to the status of Jews in Europe of the Middle Ages. While they also 
migrated to the modernizing republics of the southern cone, Sephardim were 
strongly represented in countries such as Mexico and the Central American 
republics, which Ashkenazim regarded with dread. 

By the end of this period, there were few who could trace their origins to the 
Portuguese Jews of Curagao. These Sephardim—Jews, Catholics, Masons—had 
become well integrated into the upper classes of their respective national 
societies. They made meaningful careers for themselves in the national economy 
and government of Venezuela, Colombia, and the smaller Caribbean republics, 
enjoying a high degree of social integration in countries that retained an intense 
attachment to Hispanic Catholicism, countries that never seemed to East 
European immigrants to be viable options. 

In addition to these groups there were estimated to be another fifty to 
sixty thousand persons in Latin America in 1917 who had been born Jews but 
who had severed themselves from Jewish life.” Their number is obscure, though 
not beyond conjecture. If the estimate of ethnic Jews not identifying with their 
religious community is anywhere near the mark, it indicates an assimilation 
rate of 25 percent within two generations of arrival on the continent. The 
mingled hope and fear of proimmigration forces that Jews would add to the 
biological mixture of “races” seems to have been warranted. 


CHAPTER 4 


Completion of the 
Contemporary Jewish 
Communities 


No one is as hard on a Jew as an official who won't take a bribe. 


—Sholom Aleichem 


GLOBAL JEWISH MIGRATION was part of the great immigrant stream that 
coursed from east to west throughout the nineteenth century. Halted by World 
War I, the migrants resumed their westward flow once the guns grew silent—but 
in diminished numbers because barriers were now placed in their way. On the 
eve of World War II, these barriers became almost insuperable. The communi- 
ties that are in place today are the product of interwar settlement patterns, as 
molded and reshaped by events since 1945. 


The Migrants: What Moved Them? 


The Jewish immigrants of post-World War I days were no longer rusos. Revolu- 
tion in Russia held out the promise of equal rights to all sectors of the population 
and prohibited emigration equally to all. But to the west of Soviet borders, old 
attitudes of anti-Semitism were reinforced by the new ideology of fascism. As 
a result, increasing pressure was exerted on Jewish minorities. With national 
populations increasing faster than the capacity of economies to absorb them, 
the crisis of lack of land and lack of employment grew increasingly desperate 
in the interwar years. The surplus sons of peasants poured into the cities as 
unskilled labor. Their children, anxious to rise in the world, found that many 
positions in trade, industry, and the liberal professions were occupied by Jews, 
who had begun their modernizing role earlier. The very success of Jews in 
urbanizing themselves led to a nationalistic reaction against them. 
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Following the breakup of the Austrian and Ottoman empires and the ful- 
fillment of the pledge of self-determination for small nations, national majorities 
gained access to the levers of power for the first time and were in a position 
to shape economic and political policies. Many of these were calculated to 
make life difficult for Jews, so that conditions throughout Central Europe 
became intolerable for Jews long before the rise of Hitler. Discriminatory 
taxes, boycotts, destruction of Jewish-owned property, and officially sponsored 
pogroms began the destruction of the Jewish communities that the Nazis were 
to finish. To many Jews in Poland, Romania, Hungary, Latvia, and Lithuania, 
emigration seemed the only way to survive. 

Sephardim had been abandoning their homes in Turkey and the Balkans 
ever since the Young Turk rebellion of 1908 and the Balkan War of 1912-13. 
That conflict left the Jewish communities ravaged and thousands of impover- 
ished refugees piled up in Salonika and Constantinople. Major Jewish communi- 
ties in Monastir, Janina, Castoria, Kavala, and Adrianople were badly damaged, 
and their situation was worsened by World War I. The exchange of populations 
between Greece and Turkey (1923-28) destroyed the economic foundations 
of the Jewish community of Smyrna, sundered the ancient Sephardic commu- 
nity of Salonika, and propelled another wave of Ladino-speaking Jews toward 
the New World. Of the four million Jewish migrants in the period 1840-1956, 
two to three hundred thousand were Sephardic and Arabic Jews. 

German-speaking Jews began appearing in numbers in Latin America in 
1933, the year of Hitler's accession to power. But the rise of fascism in Europe 
coincided with the adoption of exclusionist immigration policies elsewhere. 
Draconian visa restrictions, initiated by the United States, rippled through the 
Western Hemisphere in the thirties, narrowing the options of the refugees. 
Jews who sought to escape the Nazi onslaught found it increasingly difficult 
to enter their preferred lands of destination and had to go wherever govern- 
ments would let them in. The result was to increase the celebrated dispersion 
of the Jews to a greater degree than ever before in their history. 


Immigration Patterns: Influence of the United States 


If Jewish migration was a function of political events in Europe, the pattern 
this migration assumed was a function of United States immigration law. The 
United States had been the destination of choice of the vast majority of Jewish 
migrants, and under free market conditions this country absorbed 90 percent 
of them. By 1921, however, the United States had altered its perception of 
itself as haven of the world’s “huddled masses, yearning to breathe free.” In 
that year, the Immigration Quota Act established an annual quota of 3 percent 
of the total of foreign-born of each nationality resident in the United States, 
based on the census of 1910. One provision of the law allowed for the admission 
of immigrants from contiguous territory; this led some Jewish migrants to head 
for Mexico or Cuba in anticipation of entry into the promised land. However, 
that provision was canceled three years later. The Immigration Act of 1924 
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reduced these quotas further, to 2 percent of the foreign-born resident in the 
United States in 1890. As there were few eastern or southern Europeans in 
the United States in that year, the areas from which Jews now needed to 
emigrate were allocated extremely small quotas. Passage of such legislation 
caused the Jewish immigrant stream to be diverted elsewhere. Other coun- 
tries—chiefly Palestine, Argentina, Canada, and South Africa—now experi- 
enced a rise, which actually made only a small dent in the number of Jews 
who needed to leave Europe and who were cut off from escape. 

Latin America, as we have seen, had never absorbed more than a tiny 
fraction of Jewish emigrants. In the period 1926-30, the continent received 
42 percent of them—but the flow was running at a diminished level (see Table 
1, page 52). The number of European Jews able to find refuge in the various 
countries of Latin America during the thirties was drastically curtailed by restric- 
tive legislation and unwritten policies that these nations adopted in emulation of 
the United States. From 1931 until the outbreak of World War II, an estimated 
92,351 persons, or 18 percent of Jewish migrants, settled in Latin America. Of 
all the countries of the southern continent, Argentina had always received the 
largest number of Jewish immigrants. Over the course of a century, she absorbed 
5 percent of the total European Jewish migration, ranking a distant third after 
the United States (71.5 percent) and Palestine/Israel (9.7 percent). 

As the stream of Jewish migration was deflected from the United States, 
Argentina continued to absorb the lion’s share within Latin America, admitting 
nearly 40,000 Jews in the period 1921-25 (twice as many as were admitted to 
all other Latin American countries combined) and nearly 34,000 in the following 
five years (about half as many as were admitted to all other Latin American 
countries). Rising xenophobia and the compelling example of the United States, 
however, caused Argentina also to curtail immigration, and 1923 was the last 
year in which a sizable number of Jews were legally admitted. During the 
thirteen years of the Nazi era, 1933-45, official Argentine records show that 
24,488 immigrants declared themselves to be Jewish; to these must be added 
first-class passengers, Jews who failed to declare themselves, and those who 
entered the country illegally. As Haim Avni points out in presenting these 
figures, Jewish immigration must be understood in the context of general policy: 
Argentina wanted farmers, preferably northern European ones; urban migrants 
were barely tolerated, and refugees scarcely at all.' Jewish refugees from Nazism 
fit into none of the desired categories of immigrants. Uncertainty over the 
number of illegal immigrants who entered during this same period leads Senk- 
man to offer a comparatively wide range for a possible total: between 28,129 
and 38,160.* Newton believes that some 43,000 Jews entered Argentina be- 
tween 1933 and the end of World War II, largely because the officials of 
neighboring countries “did a brisk and lucrative trade in visas and entry permits 
for persons desperate to escape the Nazi terror,” and the Argentine government 
could not control its own borders.’ After arrival in Bolivia or Paraguay, the 
comparative charm of Argentina drew many to the more developed country 
by whatever means possible. By any of these calculations, Argentina ended up 


Completion of the Contemporary Jewish Communities 15 


Conditions under which many immigrants came to America are imaginatively re- 
created in Emigrant Ship, an oil painting by the contemporary Brazilian Jewish 
painter Lazar Segall. 


admitting more Jewish refugees from Nazism than any other country in the 
world except Palestine, and considerably more than other nations that had 
declared for the Allied side, as Argentina had not. 

The closing of Argentina to legal immigration swelled the immigrant stream 
to Brazil only slightly, due to a literal sea change in that country’s attitude 
toward immigrants. Brazil admitted just 1,690 Jewish immigrants in 1925. 
Thenceforward, the number fluctuated between 1,000 and 5,000 per year until 
the outbreak of World War II, the largest recorded numbers entering in 1929 
and 1939.’ It is also likely that larger numbers of Jews arrived during this 
period without the formality of stating their religion. Only when the United 
States, followed by Argentina and Brazil, excluded mass immigration did new 
communities form in previously disfavored republics. Fragmentary communi- 
ties came into existence in Paraguay, Bolivia, Venezuela, Colombia, the Domini- 
can Republic, and Ecuador. 

In the aftermath of World War II, about a million and a half more Jews 
migrated worldwide; 77.9 percent of these went to Palestine/Israel.° Latin 
America received about 37,000 persons from this migration. Some two-thirds 
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of these were displaced persons who were admitted to various republics be- 
tween 1945 and 1956. Largely kin of persons already admitted for permanent 
residence, their continent-wide distribution meant that they made little demo- 
graphic impact. 

Following the Suez crisis and the Hungarian uprising of 1956, some 8,300 
Jews were resettled in Latin America, 70 percent of these in Brazil. Concen- 
trated in the cities of Sdo Paulo and Rio de Janeiro, these immigrants had a 
noticeable impact on the ethnic makeup of these communities. 

All Latin American republics now have restrictive immigration laws, and 
the growth of contemporary Latin American Jewish communities has halted 
and even reversed. Over the course of the century 1840-1942, some 376,227 
European Jews—fewer than 10 percent of the four million who migrated—en- 
tered Latin America. Plainly, for Ashkenazim, the largest sector of world Jewry, 
Latin America was not the first choice for settlement. It is conceivable that 
larger proportions of non-European Jews, for whom data are lacking, settled 
on the continent during this period; but their absolute numbers would be 
considerably lower because of their smaller population base. The disfavor with 
which Jews view Latin America as a permanent home was confirmed in the 
1980s and 1990s when no one suggested diverting the mass migration of 
Ethiopian or Russian Jews to destinations in the southern Americas. 


Nativist Reaction Against Immigration 


Latin America of the post-World War I years presented immigrants with a 
different prospect than had earlier prevailed. In some countries, industrializa- 
tion was creating new opportunities for employment in the expanding industrial 
sector, as well as broader scope for the deployment of entrepreneurial skills and 
capital. But the emergence of new social forces attendant on industrialization 
brought about an elitist reaction among those who viewed organized labor as 
socially disruptive. The rapid growth of cities and the development of an 
“alienated, restless, and increasingly militant proletariat” dismayed the creole 
elites, whose traditional notions concerning the natural servility of the laboring 
classes were being upset.’ If they did not close off immigration immediately, 
it was because they still believed that immigration was essential for eco- 
nomic development. 

By World War I, the naive faith in European immigrants as whiteners and 
enlighteners of inferior mestizo races had dissipated in the most modernized 
countries. Instead, a celebration of the native races had begun, intensified by 
rivalry with the immigrants, who were achieving greater economic success and 
swifter social ascent than seemed possible for any honest person. Carl Solberg 
interpreted this change: 


The gleaming image that European immigration had once enjoyed 
among Argentines and Chileans was tarnished by 1914. Only a quarter 
century earlier the elites of both republics had welcomed the foreign 
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influx with enthusiasm, but many of the changes wrought by immigration 
dismayed powerful segments of the population. Foreign-born business- 
men and professionals controlled ever greater shares of both nations’ 
economies. Immigrant urban laborers organized, struck, and became 
continually more militant. The spectre of anarchism, and, some thought, 
of bloody social revolution, loomed. . . . After 1905 influential writers in 
both republics were rejecting the positivist and cosmopolitan-oriented 
ideologies invoked by the elites since the 1850s to justify liberal immigra- 
tion policies. In place of cosmopolitanism, these intellectuals began to 
formulate nationalist ideologies that lauded traditional creole social and 
cultural values and stressed the belief that immigrants must adopt these 
values. Such a vindication of creole culture contrasted sharply with 
nineteenth-century Argentine and Chilean thought, which had dis- 
dained the Spanish and indigenous heritages as barbaric while regarding 
the immigrant as the very symbol of civilization.* 


During the 1920s, it was still possible for Jews to emigrate to Argentina. 
Liberals who favored the admittance of immigrants, Jews included, as elements 
required for the industrialization and modernization of the country were still 
in control of immigration policy. But international Jewish organizations assisting 
the migrants viewed Argentina with skepticism. They were moreover focused 
on a different set of priorities: the need to force the British mandatory power 
to permit the entry of Jews en masse into Palestine. By 1930, as the need for 
emigration outlets intensified, the Argentine perception of immigrants became 
more problematic. The onset of the Great Depression, the perception that 
Jews and other immigrant groups were not melting directly into the crisol de 
razas (crucible of races) but persisted in holding on to elements of their cultural 
heritage, and, most specifically, the appointment of anti-Semitic individuals to 
directorial positions in the immigration service, all coalesced into a reordering 
of immigration policy.’ In January 1933, just as Hitler came to power, Argentina 
once more tightened its immigration laws, virtually shutting its doors to le- 
gal immigration. 

In October of that year, the League of Nations created the office of “High 
Commissioner for Refugees (Jewish and Other) Coming from Germany.” The 
circumlocutory title reflects squeamishness over identifying just who the refu- 
gees were and why they had to “come” from Germany. Arriving in Argentina 
in his official capacity, High Commissioner James G. McDonald quickly con- 
cluded that he could not persuade the government to loosen its restrictive 
immigration laws. He therefore only requested a modification of regulations 
in order to permit 250 refugees a month. to enter the country as wards of 
the existing community. In this, too, he was unsuccessful."” Argentine policy 
remained immutably exclusionary during the war. A 1942 plan to rescue 1,000 
French Jewish children, originally accepted by the Argentine president, was 
ground to bits by a Kafkaesque bureaucracy and came to nothing. The peculiar 
mirror world in which would-be rescuers had to function is revealed in a memo 
by the Foreign Ministry's Legal Office, which stated that the presidential decree 
authorizing admission of the orphans “would have brought about the entry of 
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some 10,000 persons incapable of assimilating in our country, since the chil- 
dren’s next-of-kin were likely to join them at a later date. Humanitarian consid- 
erations would certainly have prevented the turning down of their applications 
for immigration.”"' At the same time, it should be noted that neither the United 
States, Canada, nor Great Britain agreed to receive these children. 

Exclusionist immigration policies were adopted almost universally in the 
years prior to the outbreak of World War II. Worldwide depression and commer- 
cial competition in dwindling markets prompted waves of anti-Jewish feeling 
in many sectors of the continent. In the face of a possible fascist victory in 
Europe, there was a desire to land on the winning side. As a result, the anti- 
Semitic broadcasts and publications of professional Nazi propagandists found 
resonance among classes of people who believed they were losing ground to 
the more aggressive economic style of the immigrants. Gradually an ambience 
developed that was less favorable to immigrants generally, and to Jews specifi- 
cally. Anti-Semitic attitudes were in no instance as strong or as violent as those 
which swept Europe in the same period, but Jews experienced a general feeling 
of threat from the right: from nativists, from fascists, from German and Spanish 
immigrant colonies among whom Nazi-Fascist ideology took root, and from 
sectors of the unreconstructed church hierarchy. It was in this ambience that 
the present-day Jewish communities evolved. 

The case of Brazil is instructive. Prior to 1938, several thousand Jews had 
been immigrating to that country each year, with no notable adverse reaction 
from the native population. The Brazilian Jewish communities had come into 
existence during the four decades from 1900 (when 300 were enumerated in 
the census) to 1940 (when 55,666 were counted).' Jews seem to have faced 
few barriers to entering society and the economy, contributing to the image 
of Brazil as a country singularly free of anti-Jewish sentiment—.e., in the Latin 
American context, not racist. But in the 1930s, Jews seeking to enter the 
country were charged with being “simultaneously communists and capitalists 
whose degenerate life-styles were formed in putrid and poverty-stricken Euro- 
pean ethnic enclaves.”"’ “Brazil’s Jewish Question,” Jeffrey Lesser writes, “was 
really a struggle by Brazil’s leaders to fit the bigoted images of Jews that filtered 
in from Europe with the reality that the overwhelming majority of Jewish 
immigrants were neither very rich nor very poor, were rarely active politically, 
and rapidly acculturated to Brazilian society . . . the imagined Jew, not the real 
one, was considered the danger.” 

Many of the most influential Brazilian statesmen of the interwar period 
were educated at prestigious law schools whose faculty were deeply influenced 
by the ideas of scientific racists such as Count Gobineau and Joseph Chamber- 
lain. They transmitted to their students the need to improve the Brazilian 
“race,” a goal to which immigration, properly handled, could contribute. This 
was a process in which Jews—perceived as a non-European “race”—logically 
could play no part. The impact on immigration policy was dramatic: in 1938, 
the number of Jews admitted sank to 530 as the result of a secret memo 
circulated to Brazilian consular officers by the Ministry of Foreign Relations 


Completion of the Contemporary Jewish Communities 79 


prohibiting the granting of visas to persons of Semitic origin. The ban confirmed 
a policy that had already been in effect informally for two years and effectively 
reversed existing immigration policy. Whereas consuls had formerly been en- 
couraged to recruit foreigners who were assumed able to assist in the modern- 
ization of the Brazilian economy, they now were instructed to defend Brazilian 
society from pernicious foreign influences. Interestingly, all this took place 
before establishment of the proto-fascist Estado Novo of Gettlio Vargas, and 
on the advice of policymakers such as Jodo Carlos Muniz and Oswaldo Aranha, 
later to be lauded by Zionists the world over for their support of the United 
Nations’ partition of Palestine.'* Of equal interest is the fact that Jewish immi- 
gration bounced back the following year, hitting a decade high of 4,601, perhaps 
as a function of the famous Brazilian flexibility. Apparently, it was sometimes 
possible to manipulate racist preconceptions in order to parlay mythical Jewish 
power and aptitude for finance into real visas for refugees, and Jews continued 
entering Brazil despite official prohibitions. Whether mythology operated pro 
or contra Jews in any particular instance, the notion of Brazilian culture as 
devoid of racism is not supported by the record.” 

Cuba was a logical destination for immigrants due to its proximity to Euro- 
pean ports; the island was already home to Turkish, Romanian, U.S., and Polish 
Jews. Robert M. Levine, in his examination of this “tropical diaspora,” concludes 
that Cuba had a better record of receiving refugees than did many other Latin 
American nations. But the door famously slammed shut on Jewish immigration 
with the rebuff of the German cruise ship St. Louis in June 1939. This vessel 
was turned away by Cuban authorities even though all the Jewish passengers 
aboard held landing certificates issued by the Cuban director-general of immi- 
gration; 734 of them also held visas for entry into the United States, with 
effective dates of from three months to three years of their arrival in Cuba." 
The case was the subject of contemporary headlines, subsequent articles, and 
even a film; but some of the most odious elements in the case have come to light 
only recently. Unbeknownst to the passengers, their visas had been canceled by 
the Cuban authorities before the ship sailed, probably in an effort to channel 
the flow of graft to new appointees in the Cuban immigration authority. The 
Nazi authorities had been advised of the visa cancellation but permitted the 
ship to sail anyway, probably in order to demonstrate that no other country 
was willing to accept their human rejects, which indeed turned out to be the 
case. The repulse of the St. Louis and the refugees she carried was the result 
of a witches’ brew of official corruption; mixed signals from the U.S. Depart- 
ment of State (on the one hand advising Cuba to admit more refugees so the 
United States would not be pressured to do so, and on the other, to hold down 
the number of refugees admitted so they would not create pressure on U.S. 
borders); and Nazi manipulation of the media (accomplished by allowing the 
ship to sail when the visas were already known to have been canceled and 
then hotting up the Havana press against the “Jewish invasion”). Efforts by 
American Jewish organizations failed to persuade the Cuban government to 
admit the immigrants. The only one to make it ashore was an attempted suicide 
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who slashed his wrists and jumped overboard. Rescued, he was taken ashore; 
but his wife and daughter were not permitted to join him. Levine concludes, 


An enduring measure of the tragedy was that the deaths of 667 of the 
907 St. Louis passengers who were returned to Europe and perished 
as part of Hitler's “final solution” could have been avoided by more 
skillful negotiation or by accepting [an] offer of the Panama Canal 
authorities to take the refugees. The St. Louis incident was all the more 
tragic because of the trajectory of its route—it came so close to shore 
that passengers standing on deck at night could see the lights of buildings 
and residences both in Miami Beach and Havana. . . . The atmosphere 
could fairly be described as sordid. All of the time in which the St. 
Louis sat at anchor at the far end of Havana harbor, the antisemitic 
fusillade continued, even in the Cuban Congress, where rival political 
factions speculated on how families of the hapless refugees could be 
made to pay millions of dollars for the right to land."* 


From 1935 to 1938 there was a narrow window of opportunity when 
it would have been possible to resettle Jews in Latin America—not in the 
modernizing countries that Jews preferred and that had set their faces against 
their entry, but in smaller countries that had not previously been deemed 
suitable areas for their settlement. But in such countries resettlement was 
limited by multiple factors: underdeveloped economies, unbridged racial divi- 
sions, policies that favored agricultural laborers, the lack of funds to finance 
resettlement projects, the rising prestige of fascism, and—not a minor fac- 
tor—the inability of German Jews to grasp the enormity of the danger they 
confronted and the corresponding need to seize any chance to escape." 

By 1938, when the Evian Conference on Refugees was convened at the 
initiative of President Franklin D. Roosevelt, the window of opportunity had 
closed. Only one small nation of extremely limited absorptive capacity—the 
Dominican Republic—volunteered to accept the refugees. But the need for 
refuge was so intense that a number of “errant vessels” headed for Latin 
American ports in the hope of landing Jewish passengers whose acceptability 
was extremely dubious. Their cases are too numerous to list here, but a history 
of the period recorded the dimensions of the problem and the chaotic pattern 
of refugee distribution that resulted. 


[In March of 1939] three boats: the Italian Conte Grande and the 
Hamburg-American Cap Norte and the General Artigas carried ninety- 
five refugees to Uruguay. Since their tourist visas were illegal, they 
were not allowed to land in Montevideo. But thanks to the efforts of 
HICEM, the Uruguayan authorities permitted them to disembark on 
condition that they proceed to Chile. In May, three boats with a hundred 
and fifty Jews on board embarked for Paraguay, via Uruguay. The HI- 
CEM committees in Buenos Aires, Montevideo and Asuncion then 
exerted their efforts to assure the arrival of the refugees in Paraguay.” 
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On a previous voyage three months earlier, the Uruguayan government 
had admitted 300 Jewish passengers from the Conte Grande, despite the fact 
that their visas for Paraguay had been annulled. This brought to 1,200 the 
number of German Jews permitted to settle in Uruguay over a four-month 
period, and gave rise to alarm in the local press over a “Jewish invasion.” The 
government's response to the March arrival of the Conte Grande continued 
a relatively humane policy by agreeing to admit the refugees until arrangements 
could be made for their transfer to Chile! At other times, bribery, swindles, 
and clandestine landings played a larger role than the beneficent actions of 
government officials. In May 1939, 3,000 Jewish refugees entered Bolivia with 
documents counterfeited in Europe and sold to them for $1,500 apiece. Two 
Bolivian consuls were dismissed as a result, and the outstanding visas were 
invalidated. Those refugees who were still in transit were stranded with worth- 
less documents. Following intervention by HICEM, an agreement was worked 
out whereby the Jewish relief organization revalidated the visas (which implied 
a guarantee of support) and agreed to limit the number of such visas to four 
hundred per month.” 

Bolivia became a destination for German Jews very late in the day. Bolivian 
Jewish community leaders estimated recently that some 5,000-7,000 Jews ar- 
rived in the country between 1939 and 1950, but a scholar whose own family 
lived through the difficult period of adjustment estimates Jewish arrivals at 
12,000-15,000 just in the years 1938-40. This number, which comprised a 
major addition to the country’s non-Indian population, was made possible only 
through the entrepreneurial initiative of Bolivian consuls who sold visas illegally 
to the desperate refugees, who in some cases did not know just where Bolivia 
was located. What the newcomers knew in advance about Bolivia was what 
they could glean from encyclopedia articles or the “wild west” novels of a 
popular German author of adventure tales. Once they had arrived in the 
country, confusion was compounded. “Nothing is as one knows it, either in 
society or in nature,” as one immigrant put it.* With the war in progress, and 
in the context of a possible German victory, the Bolivian Movimiento Nacional 
Revolucionario (MNR) adopted an anti-Semitic stance, possibly in a search 
for scapegoats who could be held responsible for the inflation that was pressing 
the middle class.” Though anti-Semitism may have been viewed by the MNR 
as no more than a tactical weapon, it appeared as a threat to the Jews who 
had so recently sought refuge in the country. Just as ominous was the propa- 
ganda being churned out by the German embassy and local Nazi officials. 
Observers do not believe that anti-Semitism ever became a popular stance; 
many Bolivians “forcefully attacked anti-Semitism and came to the defense of 
the immigrants,” Spitzer writes, but neither was there an understanding of 
what and who Jews and Judaism might be. Though grateful for refuge, few 
among the thousands who transited Bolivia opted to remain there; for most, 
the gap between immigrant and native-born seemed impossible to span. Re- 
migration began as soon as conditions permitted, and today Bolivian Jews 
number only in the hundreds. The remnant community has met the challenge 
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of bridging cultural differences by establishing a beneficent public identity, 
sponsoring a public medical clinic, a school, a nursery, and donating an ambu- 
lance for use in rural areas.* These charitable deeds helped integrate those 
immigrants who had the desire and the flexibility to adapt to Bolivian society 
and make the country their permanent home. 

Chile ceased admitting refugees from Nazi-dominated territories in Decem- 
ber 1939. In April 1942, Mexico decreed that thenceforth only natives of the 
Western Hemisphere would be admitted as immigrants. Argentina, Bolivia, 
Chile, and Paraguay in effect barred entry to refugees from Germany and 
Axis-dominated countries by denying admittance to persons without passports 
signed or certified by the authorities of their countries of origin. Panama 
instituted similar restrictions. Only Ecuador and the Dominican Republic wel- 
comed Jewish refugees throughout this period. In both these countries, how- 
ever, the capacity of the economy to absorb new immigrants was severely 
limited. Under these pressures, a new class of conversos came into existence: 
Jews who submitted to baptism in order to gain entry into Colombia, Venezuela, 
and Brazil, countries that were admitting Catholics only.” In other instances, 
baptismal certificates were made available without religious formality. Some 
of these were authorized by Archbishop Angelo Roncalli, apostolic delegate 
to Turkey and Greece, later Pope John XXIII. 

An unknown number of Sephardim from Greece and the Balkans entered 
Latin America on Spanish passports. In decrees of 1924 and 1932, the Spanish 
government had extended naturalization to selected descendants of Spanish 
Jews exiled in 1492, regardless of their current place of residence.” These visas 
were not, however, invitations to settle in Spain, where the constitution did 
not provide for the free exercise of religion. Sephardim who walked across the 
Pyrenees were allowed to transit the peninsula in order to reach Portuguese 
ports, but they were not issued visas until equal numbers of Sephardim had 
departed Spanish territory through the West.” Nevertheless, those bearing 
passports issued by Spain, a neutral nation, had some protection while traveling, 
or if captured by the Germans. 

In such ways, thousands of Jews found themselves in countries where they 
had never considered settling and where very few European immigrants had 
ever settled. Under the circumstances, many refugees regarded their havens 
as temporary refuges until they could move on to places of known Jewish 
settlement in Argentina, Uruguay, Canada, Israel, or the United States. Many 
of those who moved on did so illegally: Jewish “expediters” who specialized in 
smuggling Jews from one country to another appeared in lightly populated 
areas such as the frontiers of Argentina with Uruguay, Paraguay, and Bolivia. 
Nevertheless, there remain in all the Latin American republics today Jewish 
families whose elders arrived in the stressful thirties and forties and who either 
chose to remain or were unable to leave. 

In 1948, while Argentina was continuing to block the legal entry of Jewish 
immigrants, the status of as many as 10,000 illegal Jewish immigrants was 
regularized by the pragmatic Juan Perén. This was accomplished through 
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legislation allowing illegal aliens to appear before authorities to be issued 
identity cards. The agency designated to administer the program was the OIA 
(Organizaci6n Israelita Argentina), which Perén had created as a partisan 
counterweight to the community’s mainline organizations.” In this way, the 
president, a master of Realpolitik, achieved several goals at once: he placated 
the Jewish community, which had been lobbying for release of imprisoned 
illegals; he brought illegals into the national system of identity cards, thus 
making it easier to keep a watch on them; and he shone a light on his own 
supporters, the Jewish members of OIA. 


Immigration of Nazis 


The chronicle of Jewish immigration to Latin America would not be complete 
without mentioning also the immigration of Germans in flight from the destruc- 
tion of the Third Reich. After the defeat of Germany, Argentina, like the United 
States and Canada, actively sought out German professionals who had been 
cut loose from their moorings by defeat in war and subsequent de-nazification 
procedures. As president, Juan Perén established offices in Switzerland and 
Denmark for the purpose of recruiting German scientists, technicians, engi- 
neers, and military instructors for emigration to Argentina. As these were “ex”- 
Nazis and Nazi followers, panels comprised of empathetic Argentine Nazis 
were established to interrogate them and validate those who seemed useful 
for free transportation to Argentina." As Perén said, “What better business 
than for the Republic of Argentina to bring scientists and technicians here? 
All it cost us was air fare, while Germany invested millions of marks in their 
education.” The initiative bore fruit. During his two first presidencies, 
1946-55, between 30,000 and 40,000 persons of German origin emigrated to 
Argentina, two-thirds of them from the Soviet occupied zones of Europe. 

These postwar German immigrants did not come into a vacuum: a German 
community of some 250,000 already existed in Argentina, product of the same 
immigration laws that had allowed Jews to enter the country. German Argen- 
tines encompassed the range of possible political positions. There were Nazis 
and anti-Nazis, as well as others who remained politically unengaged. Nazi 
propaganda and Nazi money made substantial inroads among the latter, espe- 
cially while it appeared that the Axis nations might win the war. Yet German 
Argentines ignored the suggestion of Nazi party officials that they return to 
their homeland in order to increase Germany’s available manpower pool and 
also to prevent themselves from sinking to the level of despised Mischlinge 
(mestizos).® 

The newly recruited German scientists and technicians were placed in 
significant military and academic positions; German scientists produced Argen- 
tina’s first successful rocket launch as early as 1951. Other scientists were 
divided among various universities—in the 1950s, one third of the faculty 
of the Universidad Nacional de Tucuman was German. The researcher who 
interviewed members of this migration believes that most of the émigrés, 
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impoverished and demoralized by defeat of the Third Reich, were more con- 
cerned with earning a living than with politics. But there were indeed some 
fifty war criminals among them, including Adolf Eichmann, Josef Mengele, 
Walter Kutschmann, Erich Preibke, Josef Schwammberger, and Klaus Barbie. 
The latter went on to perfect Paraguay’s system of state terror under President 
Hugo Banzer. Some of these individuals were sought by the Allies, then by 
privately sponsored “Nazi hunters,” for forty years before being extradited to 
Germany, France, or Italy for trial on charges of crimes against humanity. 
Meanwhile, they benefited from the lack of concern on the part of successive 
governments and the protective coloration offered them by their co-nationals. 
The existing German communities assisted the newcomers in finding employ- 
ment, and lionized some, such as the marooned sailors of the Graf Spee (so 
useful for enhancing the local gene pool). Bariloche, the international ski resort, 
became known as a Nazi gathering place. Stories of a hoard of German gold 
secretly transferred to Argentine shores by submarine have never been verified. 
The two subs that are known to have landed were at sea when the war ended; 
their captains decided to make port in a country where they believed (correctly) 
they would not be interned. Meding’s findings, which diminish both the physical 
and the financial importance of the Nazi presence in postwar Argentina, re- 
ceived the imprimatur of Argentine Jewish Nazi hunters through publication 
in a book edited by the same DAIA researchers who were analyzing the govern- 
ment’s Nazi files.“ 

In continuation of its traditional policy of preferring Italians, Argentina 
resumed recruiting immigrants from that country after the war. But now the 
recruits included Ukrainians, Croats, and Yugoslavs who had taken refuge in 
Italy in order not to be repatriated to homelands that had fallen under the 
control of the Soviet Union. An alliance of ethnic organizations in Buenos Aires 
and the Vatican, plus intervention by the U.S. Department of State, resulted 
in the admission of some 5,000 of these displaced persons into Argentina. 
Under British pressure, anti-Communist Poles were also admitted.” Many ex- 
soldiers and partisans had collaborated with the Nazis; some, though hardly all, 
may have abandoned their anti-Semitic sentiments in mid-Atlantic. Meanwhile, 
despite the removal of an overtly anti-Semitic minister of immigration, and 
feints in the direction of authorizing family reunion, Argentina continued to 
limit drastically the admission of Jews. Only 600 Jews entered Argentina in 
1947, a year in which official immigration totaled 116,095. Immigration doubled 
the following year, but only 680 Jewish entries were recorded, including persons 
in transit.” 

Nazism and its hallmark, anti-Semitism, flourish in Argentina today. Its 
virulence is often ascribed to the presence in the country of Nazis. There is 
no doubt at all that Nazi political style has become the model for groups that, 
far from claiming ignorance of National Socialist “excesses,” actually seek to 
emulate them. But Nazi anti-Semitism was able to naturalize itself in Argentina 
(a nation that has always been suspicious of foreign ideologies) because its 
message resonated within the nation’s core institution. There is ample anecdotal 
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evidence, but little documentary proof that the preconciliar church that lies at 
the heart of Argentine nacionalismo accommodated Nazism. To do so, it had 
to ignore the fact that the German party's origins were anti-Christian. The 
vector that transmitted the Nazi pathogen to Argentina was hatred of the Jews. 


The Completed Communities 


Barring another shift of opinion in favor of mass immigration (which appears 
unlikely in view of the nativist orientation of most polities) there will be no 
major accretions to the Jewish communities from outside in the foreseeable 
future. Although it remains possible for individuals to enter specific countries 
on payment of varying sums, the organized Jewish communities may be viewed 
as completed products of the age of immigration. That age being not far past, 
the Jewish communities are young. There are few “old families,” and most 
Jews are close to their immigrant origins. 

The majority of identifiable Jews arrived in Latin America in the years 
that bracket World War I. By 1960, 98 percent of Argentine Jewish children 
aged fourteen and under had been born in the country, by contrast with fewer 
than 3 percent of their parents and grandparents aged sixty-five and over.” By 
1968, half the Jews of Sao Paulo were native-born. Of this number 21 percent 
had two Brazilian-born parents; only 3.9 percent had four Brazilian-born grand- 
parents.» Clearly, with the advent of another generation since these surveys 
were made, and very little immigration in the interim, the vast majority of 
Latin American Jews are native-born. 

The overwhelming majority of Latin American, as of United States and 
Canadian, Jews are of Ashkenazic origin. A survey of foreign-born Jews living 
in Argentina and in Canada in the 1930s showed that 80.9 percent of the former 
and 83.4 percent of the latter originated in areas defined by the researcher as 
Poland, Russia, and Romania.” During the period of mass migration, the major 
initiatives in Jewish life sprang from Ashkenazim, not Sephardim, and the 
former were being subjected to far more intense pressures than the latter. 
Consequently, Ashkenazim were far more likely than Sephardim to risk all on 
the frightening gamble of migration to the Western Hemisphere.’ The excep- 
tion is Brazil, which has always attracted a higher proportion of Sephardim. 
In the 1970s, so far as can be determined, Brazil admitted 177 Jewish immi- 
grants from the Near East, as compared with just 24 from Europe.*! 

The national origins of Latin American Jews are remarkably varied. Most 
Latin American Jewish communities count individuals from a dozen or more 
different countries among their members. In fact, identifying the national 
origins of Latin American Jews was until recently a popular pastime. A journalist 
reported that the Jews of Guatemala and El Salvador are from Posen; Nicaragua 
is populated by Bessarabians and Hungarians; Costa Rica is Polish; and so on 
and so forth.” The cultural differences Jews brought with them to Latin America 
were emotionally laden for the individuals involved, and they quickly became 
institutionalized in Jewish life. Describing Mexican Jewry in 1972, Harriet 
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Lesser enumerated seven separate communities, each with its own lay and 
religious organizations. These included Arabic-speaking Sephardim from Da- 
mascus; Yiddish-speaking Ashkenazim from Russia, Poland, and Lithuania; 
Ladino speakers from Turkey, Greece, the Balkans, and Italy; Arabic speakers 
from Aleppo; German-speaking Ashkenazim from Germany, Austria, and 
Czechoslovakia; Hungarians; and English speakers from the United States.” 
Such institutionalized fragmentation was characteristic of Latin American Jew- 
ish life in its origins. The phenomenon, well known throughout Jewish history, 
has been explained by Rafael Patai: 


A certain degree of acculturation to the non-Jewish environment has 
taken place in every Jewish Diaspora. In view of these acculturative 
processes which have been very considerable, especially since the Jewish 
Enlightenment and emancipation, it is quite clear that the Jewish people 
as a whole cannot be termed an ethnic group. There are marked cultural 
differences among the Diasporas, and everywhere the traits in which 
one Diaspora differs from the others are the traits in respect of which 
it is similar to its non-Jewish environment. On the other hand, no Jewish 
Diaspora is culturally identical with its non-Jewish host people; or, to 
put it positively, every Diaspora differs from its gentile environment in 
several respects, of which Jewish religion and tradition and Jewish group 
identification are the most important. In relation to the gentile majority, 
the Jewish Diaspora of every country thus constitutes a different ethnic 
group, but the Jews as a whole constitute not one but several ethnic 
groups." 


Jews seeking new homelands exercised their options in ways not too differ- 
ent from non-Jewish immigrants. The United States was far and away the 
major recipient of all overseas immigrants, and probably three-quarters of all 
Jewish immigrants came here as well. The next largest recipient was Argentina, 
which accepted 11 percent of the 60 million Europeans who emigrated overseas 
between the years 1857 and 1965.° Among Jewish immigrants from Europe 
in the century that ended in 1942, 9.6 percent opted for some country of Latin 
America, and more than half of these chose Argentina. The largest number of 
Jewish migrants settled in countries that were receiving the largest contingents 
of European immigrants of all nationalities and religions. The smallest Jewish 
communities grew in countries that did not attract many Europeans. The 
evidence that roughly similar proportions among Jewish and non-Jewish immi- 
grants chose Latin American destinations suggests that Jewish migration re- 
sponded to the same elements of encouragement and discouragement as did 
non-Jewish immigration. 

In societies to which entry was circumscribed by the ambit of Catholicism, 
landownership, and abolengo (good birth), industry and commerce offered 
entrée to the immigrant, whether as worker, entrepreneur, or lowly vendor of 
manufactured goods. Arriving as they did from modernized countries, the 
Ashkenazim in particular found opportunity for those with skills, education, 
capital, luck, or a combination of all these. At a time when industry was in its 
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infancy, many Jewish immigrants were strategically placed to integrate them- 
selves into their new homes by way of the industrialization process. Economic 
expansion became the context for the burgeoning of new Jewish communities, 
and over the course of one generation or two, some individuals and some 
communities flourished economically to a degree that no one could have 
predicted. 

For much of the immigration period, Latin American immigration policies 
were selective rather than open, largely because so much of the land had 
already been preempted before the age of immigration dawned. Reverence 
for the immigrant experience and the pioneering thrust westward, so prominent 
a feature of United States history, is largely absent, even (or most especially) 
in countries such as Argentina that were populated primarily by immigrants. 
Among the ambivalently received intruders, Jews were perceived as triple 
strangers: by religion, by ethnic origin, and by historical experience. Their 
arrival on the continent was almost in its entirety a product of modern forces: 
the advance of industrial capitalism from western, to central, to eastern Europe, 
and its impact upon populations living there. They had not passed through 
the Spanish crucible, and the autochthonous cultures were even more alien 
to them. The lives of the first and second generations were anchored, not in 
the historical or mythical past of their respective countries, but in the more 
recent past of their own countries of origin and in their collective consciousness 
of the Nazi holocaust and formation of the State of Israel. This incongruence 
between the mental frameworks of Jews and the Latin American societies into 
which they attempted to fit cannot be overstressed if we are to come to an 
understanding of the Jewish dimension of Latin American history. 

The nineteenth-century tug of war between Catholic traditionalists and 
anticlericals created a middle ground where Jews could live comfortably as a 
secular minority. Many Jews who were in flight from the religiosity of the shtetl 
were prepared to move over to a secularized version of Judaism, provided 
they were not required to yield to another religion that had been historically 
hostile to them. In Latin America’s metropolitan centers they found a comfort- 
ably secular milieu. Since World War I, however, Latin America generally has 
experienced a growth in nationalism that is characteristic of all developing 
areas. Though secular in nature, it is inevitably tinged by the Catholic heritage. 
Nationalism on the ascendant exerts pressure on all within its orbit to become 
part of a new, all-embracing nationality, be it Argentine, Brazilian, or any other. 
This pressure leaves little room for a minority group that conceives itself as 
related to a different tradition from that of the majority population and that 
maintains ties with its ancestral communities abroad. The result has been to 
increase the pressure on Jews to assimilate. 

The late arrival of Jews to the continent takes on added importance in 
light of the fact that in the period between the wars, public feeling was turning 
against immigrants. The immigrant was a convenient scapegoat for the political 
and social turmoil that accompanied industrialization and urbanization. Anti- 
Semitism tends to emerge when anticipated social change fails to occur and 
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the hopes of the poor or those excluded from power are dashed. At such times, 
the exclusive ideologies of the elite and the latent Jew-hatred of the mass reach 
a cathexis in politically convenient anti-Semitism. Intensification of hostilities 
in the Near East during the 1960s and 1970s introduced a new element in the 
form of anti-Zionism, which quickly attached itself to preexisting anti-Jewish 
feelings. The fruit of these poisonous animosities would ripen with deadly 
effect in the 1970s and 1980s. 


The Parameters of Success: Cuba, Brazil, Argentina 


Jewish communities developed rapidly in the interwar period in Cuba, Brazil, 
and Argentina. But they experienced an atmosphere far different from that of 
the nineteenth century. From the 1930s on, rising nationalism and accelerating 
rates of industrialization altered the expectations host societies placed on their 
immigrants, offering enhanced opportunity for economic and social advance- 
ment but increasing the pressures for homogenization. The controlling impor- 
tance of conditions within the host societies is clearly illustrated by contrasting 
the destinies of the Jewish communities of Cuba and Brazil. Both originated 
in poverty and the struggle to survive; both began to appear viable in the 
forties and fifties. But one came to an abrupt end in 1959, whereas the other 
is currently the most buoyant on the continent. The trajectory of the Argentine 
Jewish community is not so easily summarized; alternately tolerated and re- 
pressed, the ultimate fate of Argentine Jews cannot be foreseen. 


Cuba 

Mass arrival of Jews in Cuba began in March 1921, when a change in 
American regulations enabled would-be immigrants to expedite their admission 
through a stopover in adjacent territory. Almost all Jewish immigrants who 
passed through “Akhsanie Kuba” (Hotel Cuba) during the next two years 
proceeded on to the United States.” A 1925 survey found that only one-fifth 
of the Jews then in Cuba had been on the island more than one year. This 
situation changed abruptly when their admission to the United States was 
barred by the change in legislation. From then on, immigrants had to adjust 
to Cuban society. 

Adjustment proved difficult. The Jewish immigrants were for the most part 
poor and unskilled. They were thrown into an economy that was based on the 
large-scale cultivation of sugarcane; wage scales for field hands were far below 
the minimum requirement for a European lifestyle. Consequently, immigrants 
settled exclusively in the towns. There they found few of the factory jobs that 
would have enabled them to support themselves. A survey by the (United 
States) National Council of Jewish Women found that 90 percent of Jewish 
immigrants to Cuba were unemployed in 1924. Most of those regarded as 
employed were engaged in peddling, which is really a disguised form of 
unemployment. 
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The condition of these immigrants worsened when in 1933 the revolutionary 
government of Ramén Grau San Martin enacted the Law of 50 Percent, which 
stipulated that half of employees in any manufacturing plant must be Cuban 
citizens. Jews had not been able to become citizens during the previous decade, 
under the regime of the dictator General Gerardo Machado. When citizenship 
became available, the high fees and technical barriers prevented many from 
attaining it. Consequently, most Jews were noncitizens and barred from gainful 
employment. Those who had found jobs were mostly employed by other Jews; 
but Jewish employers now had to let go half of their work force. It is not to 
be wondered at that, of the twenty-five thousand Jews who entered Cuba 
between 1918 and 1947, fully half departed during that same period. 

So large a number of migrants and transmigrants, most of them penniless, 
created a financial burden greater than the few established Cuban Jews could 
handle, and they were outside the concern of the Cuban government. In the 
years before the outbreak of war, anti-Semitic propaganda emanating from 
Nazi sources was leveled at the refugees, threatening the position of all Cuban 
Jews. Consequently, the Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society (HIAS) and the Joint 
Distribution Committee (commonly called “Joint” or JDC) stepped into the 
breach, providing interim aid in the form of loans, schooling, travel documents, 
and sponsors, all services the Cuban government did not offer and the immi- 
grants could not provide for themselves. This “American intervention,” reminis- 
cent of United States government intervention in the larger polity, extended 
itself by the usual means to include interference in Cuban Jewish community 
affairs, which the local Jews were scarcely in a position to reject, even when, 
as in the case of the St. Louis, such intervention had disastrous consequences. 

Jews who had been cast away on Cuba as a result of their efforts to reach 
the United States identified spontaneously with Robinson Crusoe. They were 
overwhelmed by fear and anxiety when they found themselves stranded on an 
island where they had no desire to be, inhabited by people whom they regarded 
as their cultural inferiors. The stories of Abraham Dubelman convey this culture 
shock as the immigrants struggled to Cubanize themselves. “The Balance 
Sheet” explores the dilemma of a Jewish peddler who has passed himself off 
as German and married a Cuban woman. He urges her to throw away her 
crucifix: “We must free ourselves of these useless things.” His own unconcern 
for religion is a legacy of the haskalah, but he finds secularism insufficient as 
his children grow up in a Catholic world. Though he is successful in busi- 
ness—signified by his end-of-the-year balance sheet—when it comes to a final 
balance, all he wants is to be buried among Jews. 

“But some, like Robinson Crusoe, felt Cuba had possibilities, though it was 
very primitive as compared to any European land that we had known,” wrote 
the editor of the lively biweekly, Havaner Lebn. In the thirties, Jews came to 
realize they would have to “make their America in Cuba.” With little commerce 
and less industry, Cuba obviously stood in need of an entrepreneurial class. 
Margalit Bejarano has charted the deproletarianization of Cuban Jewry. Legal 
and social opposition to the employment of foreigners squeezed Jews out of 
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factory jobs at the very time that nascent industrialization gave promise of 
reward for entrepreneurs. Jewish workers, pressed to survive on wages kept 
low by an army of the unemployed, had before their eyes the model of Jewish 
bosses who were forging their way into the middle class. The transition from 
worker to boss was not easy; the move from wage earner to self-employed did 
not necessarily bring an immediate improvement in living standards. But as 
the Cuban economy grew, Jewish-owned factories prospered, propelling their 
owners out of the proletariat and into the middle class." Those immigrants 
who accepted their fate and put their hands to the task prospered. As they 
improved their situation, they began to see Cuba not as a desert island but as 
a beautiful country worthy in itself. Cuba could be a desirable home, not just 
a way station en route to the real America. In 1934, the author of “Jewish 
Robinson Crusoes” exuded confidence. 

The thirties witnessed the emergence of Cuban Jewish patriotism, ex- 
pressed in a copious Yiddish literature of short stories, poetry, and novels, 
written by immigrants who had surprised themselves by falling in love with 
their tropical home. Dipping into the history of the Spanish conquest, Y. O. 
Pinis published an epic poem based on the resistance of an Indian chief against 
the invaders. Chief Hatuey is presented as a freedom fighter, spurning the 
hypocritical love offered by the Spanish priests as they advance with torches 
to perform their “act of faith.” Clara, a historical romance, commemorates 
the participation of descendants of conversos in the Cuban war of indepen- 
dence and their association with the Cuban hero Antonio Maceo.” Maceo 
himself was the subject of an epic poem by Eliezer Aronowsky, who won praise 
for this work from Don Federico Henriquez Carvajal, a companion of José 
Marti. Maceo, wrote Henriquez, “projects a red symbol on the horizon of 
Cuba.””! Indeed. 

Several pamphlets about the Liberator, José Marti, and his relations with 
Jews and Judaism were also published, among them “Marti y las discriminaci- 
ones raciales,” “Marti y los hebreos,” and “Temas hebreos en la obra de Martf.”” 
Marco Pitchon’s José Marti y la comprensién humana contains an essay on “Lo 
hebreo en el pensamiento de José Marti” that illustrates the fusion between 
Christian and Judaic thought in the mind of the Liberator.* The most arresting 
example is to be found in his statement that “Moisés no ha muerto, porque 
Moisés es el amor” (Moses has not died, for Moses is love). The fact that the 
founder of the Cuban nation identified with the Jews’ earlier struggle against 
Spain eased the acculturation of the Jewish immigrants. 

The economic advancement of those Jewish immigrants who remained in 
Cuba was spectacular. Moving perforce out of proletarian jobs into peddling 
or cottage industry, they became particularly important in the manufacture of 
furniture and shoes and in diamond cutting. By 1948, the majority of Cuba’s 
twelve thousand Jews were reckoned as middle class; scarcely three hundred 
wage earners were left on the island. Jews were no longer represented in the 
labor unions, where they had been most active on first arrival.’ Some of 
the German-speaking Jews had entered Cuban national life, including several 
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university professors: Boris Goldenberg (sociology), Heinrich Friedlander (eco- 
nomics), and Desiderio Weiss (languages). Jewish lawyers, artists, and writers 
were all functioning in the forties.” Oscar Ganz, prime minister under Carlos 
Prio Socarrds, was the son of Jewish parents, and so was the person known as 
Fabio Grobart, a founder of the Cuban Communist party and by popular 
repute, the Comintern’s man in Havana. 

On the eve of the revolution, Cuba’s population of over 6,000,000 included 
from 11,000 to 14,000 Jews, the majority of them by way of Eastern Europe, 
but with a substantial minority from Turkey. Most lived in Havana, with smaller 
communities in other cities of the island. A flawed community self-study found 
75 percent of the working Jewish population to be engaged in petty trade, 15 
percent owners of larger stores, and 10 percent producing consumer goods 
(apart from these loose groupings, other categories, such as professionals, 
were entirely omitted).* The community’s buoyancy is demonstrated by the 
construction of an elegant community center, the Patronato de la Casa de la 
Comunidad Hebrea de Cuba, built at the then extremely high cost of three- 
quarters of a million dollars. The souvenir booklet published on the occasion 
of the dedication of the Patronato featured photographs and messages of con- 
gratulation to numerous young men and women who were completing the 
bachilerato or even graduate courses in medicine, engineering, architecture, 
and other liberal professions. Cuban Jews attained a level of self-confidence, 
acceptance, and comfort that was unusual in the Latin American context. Of 
course, Jews were not accepted into the best clubs or invited to occupy the 
highest positions of power, but anti-Semitism was not a part of daily life. There 
is every indication that Jews were settling in to enjoy the fruits of their labor, 
paid out over the difficult years of adjustment. 

The Cuban Jewish community, however, came to an abrupt end as a function 
of the revolution of 1959. At first, Fidel Castro was warmly received by many 
Jews who had suffered along with everybody else from the caprices and injus- 
tices of earlier regimes. Measures to redress economic inequalities seem to 
have met with approval within the Jewish community, and there were Jewish 
activists among Fidel’s early followers. Ricardo Subirana y Lobo was one of 
the financiers of the Granma expedition of 1956; later, he became Cuban 
ambassador to Israel. Enrique Oltuski Osachki, who served in the first revolu- 
tionary cabinet, was one among numerous Jews who held important roles in 
the government, in the Communist party, in scientific and cultural institutions. 
All were more or less disconnected from the Jewish community.” Fidel made 
special efforts to reassure Cuban Jews that no anti-Semitic policies would be 
adopted by, for example, making kosher meat available and arranging for matzo 
to be delivered at Passover (courtesy of the Canadian Jewish Congress). Jewish 
schools remained open long after church-sponsored schools had been closed. 
But the decision of the revolutionary government to restructure Cuba’s econ- 
omy on socialist lines led to the expropriation of capitalist enterprises, depriving 
Jews of the businesses they had founded when the Law of 50 Percent deprived 
them of their jobs. Former owners were left to live on compensation payments 
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that could not equal the incomes they had been earning in free enterprise. 
Nationalization of the economy presented East European Jews with the same 
dilemma they or their parents had faced in Europe of the twenties and from 
which they had earlier fled. In addition, the close relationship between Cuban 
Jews and the United States seemed by 1962 to be a source of danger in the 
context of strained relations with the mainland.® As a result of such political 
and economic factors, the great majority of Jews, along with the majority of 
the Cuban middle class generally, abandoned the island. The community, which 
in the forties and fifties seemed well on its way to naturalization, never had 
time to coalesce. Although at all times there were Jews who stood by the 
revolution (and ceased to associate with the Jewish community), the community 
itself practically disappeared. By 1965, only 2,400 persons continued to identify 
as Jews; in 1980, fewer than a thousand. These continued to gather at the 
Patronato, now a splendid embodiment of the maxim sic transit gloria mundi. 


Brazil 

There were between 5,000 and 7,000 Jews in Brazil in 1917, with the 
Sephardim of the Amazon region still the most important community.” During 
the twenties, some 30,000 East European Jews entered the country, principally 
from Poland, the Ukraine, Bessarabia, and Lithuania. Most headed for the 
southern states, where industrialization was under way, seeded by the wealth 
generated by coffee exports. Between the years 1900 and 1939, the state of 
Sao Paulo alone absorbed 2,215,000 immigrants, and East European Jews 
comprised a part of this stream.” Arguably the most successful of these was 
Moshe Elkhanan Lafer, born in 1885 in a village near Kaunas (present-day 
Lithuania). Fleeing the Russian Empire, the twenty-five-yearold arrived in 
Sao Paulo, where he started as a worker in a print shop. Eventually, under the 
name Mauricio Klabin, he built an empire of his own, comprised of industrial, 
commercial, agricultural, and real estate interests. His adopted nephew, Wolf 
Klabin, founded the giant Indiistrias Klabin do Parana, manufacturers of cellu- 
lose and paper. Mauricio’s daughter Mina married the architect Gregori War- 
chavchik, whose partner, Lucio Costa, worked with Oscar Niemayer in the 
building of Brasilia. Daughter Jenny married the painter Lazar Segall. Daughter 
Luiza married Dr. Luiz Lorch, and together they founded B'nai Brith of Brazil. 
So many Jewish institutions owe their existence to them that the Klabin-Lafer 
clan has been accused of “militant generosity.” In the 1930s, descendants of 
the clan went into politics. Horacio Lafer was elected to Parliament three 
times, was finance minister under Getilio Vargas, then foreign affairs minister 
under President Juscelino Kubitchek. His cousin, Celso Lafer, became foreign 
affairs minister under Collor de Mello in 1991, and Israel Klabin was elected 
mayor of Rio de Janeiro." 

Until 1922, Jewish immigration to Brazil was individual and sporadic. In 
that year, because of the increasing swell of immigrants in need of aid, JDC, 
HIAS, and HICEM all began operations in the country, providing temporary 
lodging and loans for the establishment of business and professional offices 
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and settling a few families in the agricultural colonies that had been founded 
at the turn of the century. One-sixth of the present Jewish population of Sao 
Paulo stems from this migration. Most new arrivals settled in the district of 
Bom Retiro, and a description of their living conditions was sent home by 
an American social worker who had been commissioned to survey Jewish 
communities of Brazil and Argentina with a view to ascertaining welfare needs. 


Sao Paulo is divided into districts, and Bom Retiro is the district where 
the majority of the residents are Jews. Here they have reproduced the 
typical slum district, with overcrowding, poor housing, poverty, and so 
forth. It is the “east side” of Sao Paulo. A visit to some of the families 
under the care of the Damas Israelitas [Council of Jewish Women] 
disclosed that they live in sub-basements made up of concrete floors 
and walls, without windows and with poor sanitation—conditions which, 
in our larger cities, are looked after by well organized community 
agencies with trained social workers, who are totally absent in this Bom 
Retiro district. The minimal cost of living for a family in this district is 
$20.00 a month for a family of four. About 8,000 Jews live in this district, 
and 90 percent of them are very poor. [There were 3,000 licensed 
and an estimated 1,500 unlicensed peddlers in the district at the time 
the memo was written.] 


The Jewish community of Rio de Janeiro developed along similar lines. 
Immigration of East European Jews to that city began in 1903, with the arrival 
at the police hostel of “e mais quatro judeos da Bessarabia,” as the police 
blotter has it. By 1914, there were probably two thousand Jews in Rio. After 
the war, Polish Jews began to arrive. 

By 1933, the year Hitler came to power, there were forty thousand Jews 
in Brazil. In that year, German Jews began arriving. Some 27,500 entered 
Brazil 1931-42, by means legal and semilegal.” The exact number can never 
be verified, despite records kept by the Jewish immigrant aid societies, because 
some refugees entered with baptismal certificates. In addition, throughout most 
of this period, persons arriving as first-class passengers and able to show the 
sum of $20,000 for each family member could be admitted without regard to 
quota restrictions. An unknown number of Jews were admitted to Brazil on 
these terms. 

The early years of the presidential administration of Gettlio Vargas 
(1930-45) confirmed the turnabout in Brazilian immigration policy. As the 
need for refuge increased, so did the difficulty experienced by Jews in obtaining 
visas for Brazil, as Claude Lévi-Strauss found when, after the capitulation of 
France, he sought shelter in the country where he had performed his distin- 
guished ethnographic research. 

One-quarter of the Jewish population of Sao Paulo stems from immigration 
in the thirties. Many of these refugees from Nazism had been employed in 
industry, commerce, and the free professions. They brought with them their 
technical education and their work experience. Involved since birth in an 
industrialized society, they possessed skills that were at a premium in Brazil, 
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then in the early stages of industrialization. Immigrants of all origins—German, 
Japanese, Polish—were already playing a substantial role in the country’s indus- 
trialization process, and the German Jews were qualified to participate as well. 
The German Jews’ relationship to their Judaism was markedly different from 
that of the East European Jews. Soon after arrival in Sao Paulo, the Germans 
formed the religiously liberal, politically non-Zionist Congregacao Israelita 
Paulista (CIP), intended to assist new arrivals and further members’ integration 
into Brazil. Their religious stance projected an assimilationist orientation, ali- 
enating the more traditional easterners and decreasing the amount of aid they 
were willing to extend to German refugees. The divisiveness that followed has 
been summarized in this way: 


Prior to migration, Eastern and Central European Jews were divided 
on the basis of national origin, class, and language, all the while being 
bound by a common religion often practiced in different ways. In Sao 
Paulo, where acculturative pressure was high and the laws of the Vargas 
government strictly enforced, conflict rarely took place between Jews 
as a group and non-Jewish society. Rather ... old conflicts between 
Jews were recreated in the Paulista setting.” 


The German immigrants, rich or poor, sought above all to dissociate them- 
selves from the impoverished Poles, Lithuanians, and Bessarabians who were 
still immobilized in Bom Retiro. Even those without means settled far from 
the old Jewish ghetto, refused to avail themselves of existing social welfare 
agencies that had been set up for the Ostjuden (a term the German Jews used 
with contempt), and no matter how hard pressed, refused to take up the 
schwarze Arbeit (black labor) that the Poles resorted to in order to feed 
their families. 

The early years of the Vargas era witnessed the outbreak of anti-Semitic 
manifestations by Acao Integralista Brasileira, a party modeled on Italian fas- 
cism. Government policy was not specifically anti-Semitic, but Integralista 
attacks were tolerated as a way to appease right-wing supporters.” Although 
the Integralistas were suppressed in 1938, the Vargas regime progressively 
narrowed the area of civil liberties, and Jews were now confronted with a new 
threat. The Third Reich was making an aggressive attempt to turn Brazil's 
substantial German community into a fifth column. In the effort to abort this 
development, the Brazilian government promulgated a series of laws aimed 
at dissolving German, Italian, and Japanese cultural nuclei. Starting in 1938, 
all political activity by foreigners was interdicted. Only native Brazilians could 
teach in the elementary schools; curriculum had to focus on Brazilian history 
and geography. The following year, the military was called upon to enforce the 
denationalization of ethnic groups, and the foreign- language pressiwas given 
a two-year ultimatum to convert to the Portuguese language.” 

These Brazilianization measures, aimed at suppressing the Nazi initiative, 
struck at Jewish life as well, fracturing it along several fissures. Anti-German 
measures further alienated the Eastern from the Central European Jews, and 
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at the same time brought Yiddish under the ban since police were unable to 
distinguish between the two languages. Dispersed Jewish communities had 
re-created elements of shtetl life in their new surroundings, all in Yiddish, a 
language of German origin. As it became dangerous to speak German or any 
language but Portuguese in public, the Yiddish theatre, newspapers, libraries, 
and schools had to close, and the rich communal life of Sdo Paulo’s Bom Retiro 
and Pérto Alegre’s Bom Fim neighborhoods dried up. Jews who came direct 
from Germany were not speakers of Yiddish; in conformity with the haskalah 
tradition, they had established their principal religious congregation, Congrega- 
cao Israelita Paulista, as a Portuguese-speaking body. As a religious institution, 
CIP suffered no interference from the Brazilian government. Individuals did, 
however, experience problems with the Brazilian police: designated non- 
Germans in Germany, in Brazil they were identified as Germans and treated 
as such.” 

In the aftermath of formation of the State of Israel, repressive policies of 
the government of Egypt forced some 25,000 Sephardim to leave that country. 
The remaining Sephardim were deported following the Sinai war with Israel 
(November 1956). Some 20,000 Egyptian Jews wound up in Brazil, which 
reversed its formerly discriminatory policy by admitting them. These French- 
speaking Jews were singularly well equipped to integrate into Brazilian life. 
The linguistic affinity of French and Ladino to Portuguese enabled them to 
learn the language more rapidly than could speakers of Yiddish, Hungarian, 
or German. Those who formerly had been employed by multinational corpora- 
tions in Egypt were snapped up by corporations such as Ford and Philips that 
were doing business in Brazil. Banks and industries large and small hired 
workers and managers from this labor pool. Some of the immigrants began 
working in paper or textile manufacture, achieving a comfortable living standard 
within a few years. Doctors, engineers, and pharmacists among the immigrants 
were allowed to revalidate their credentials.” Most Sephardim settled in Sao 
Paulo or its port city of Santos, where some achieved considerable wealth as 
bankers and owners of coffee estates. Two success stories involve international 
bankers: the brothers Joseph and Moise Safra, and Edmundo Safdie. The latter’s 
investments (believed to be on a smaller scale than those of the Safras) were 
valued at $3.5 billion in 1991. Safdie is a member of the board of governors 
of Israel’s Bar Ilan University, and is said to donate 10 percent of his accumu- 
lated profits each year to Jewish communities around the world.”' Within a 
decade of their arrival in Brazil, Egyptian Jews had built their own synagogue, 
Mekor Haim, as well as a community center that offered religious, funerary, 
and social assistance and a religious school with more than 100 students.” 
Others ventured into the “interior,” where their cultural affinity with Brazilian 
Arabs facilitated their integration into channels of trade and the politics of 
small towns. 

The Brazilian census of 1970 located 120,000 israelitas in the country, an 
increase of 50,000 over the census of twenty years earlier. Community leaders 
offer estimates of 150,000 to 155,000 for the later date. At the lower extreme, 
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professional demographers continue to estimate the Brazilian Jewish population 
at just 100,000, a figure that has remained on the books since 1960. But numbers 
do not reveal the Brazilian success story. By the late 1970s, a Brazilian social 
scientist concluded that the majority of Brazilian Jews belong to the elite 5 
percent of the population who determine the economic and political contours 
of the nation. Individual Jews “have held prominent positions in government, 
as elected representatives to Congress, Senate, and state legislative bodies, 
as municipal counselors and secretaries to local governments, and even in 
the higher ranks of the armed forces.” Adolpho Bloch, who arrived in Brazil 
from Kiev in 1932, is the owner of Manchete, one of the most influential daily 
newspapers in Brazil, as well as of 25 magazines, 6 radio stations, and a 
television network. 


The economic and social trajectory of Jews who migrated to Brazil 
beginning in the first decades of the twentieth century can be considered 
an outstanding success. Although most of them left their countries 
of origin without financial resources and under generally precarious 
conditions, within two generations they not only managed to acquire 
positions of wealth and prestige, but also succeeded in integrating with 
the cultural and political elites of the country. . . . [I]n Brazil Jews have 
situated themselves in the upper ranks of society in terms of income per 
capita, educational achievement, lifestyle, and political identification.” 


Possibly owing to the legacy of Dom Pedro II, there are Judaic studies 
courses at the major Brazilian universities today. Brazilian Jewry has produced 
a widely respected generation of intellectuals, whose works appear in the 
bibliography at the end of this book. Taken together, they provide a foundation 
for writing the history of the Jewish community of Brazil, which does not as 
yet exist. Much of the yeoman’s work in establishing a footing for Brazilian 
Jewish history was performed by the husband-and-wife research team of Egon 
and Frieda Wolff. Originally from Germany, the Wolffs came to Sao Paulo in 
1936. Following a career in business, they dedicated themselves to collecting 
and publishing primary data on Jewish life in Brazil; the present count of their 
jointly published works totals forty-one. 


Argentina 

The Argentine Jewish community developed in the shadow of two human 
tragedies. The first and longest-running was the participation of Jews in the 
white slave trade. Among Jewish migrants, perhaps none suffered so traumatic 
a transfer to the New World as the women and girls who were trapped into 
white slavery.” Often these were village girls from impoverished families who 
were tricked into fraudulent marriages in Europe, then forced into bordellos 
on their arrival in Argentina. The Russian, Polish, and Romanian slavers, 
called f'maim (unclean ones) by the mainstream Jewish community, made 
their appearance in Buenos Aires in the 1880s, pandering to the hordes of 
immigrants, the vast majority of whom were single men. The danger to women 
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was widely publicized in the Jewish world through such books as Sholom 
Aleichem’s A Mentsch fun Buenos Aires and Sholom Asch's Motke Ganiff. The 
consequence was that Argentina acquired a bad reputation among Jews for years 
to come, and many families refused to allow their daughters to emigrate there. 

The 1895 Argentine census turned up 61 Jewish prostitutes. In the following 
two decades, 3,243 Russian women registered with the authorities as prosti- 
tutes, and one may infer that many of these were Jews. In a survey conducted 
by the Argentine Department of Labor, 94 percent of the total group of 
prostitutes gave an economic motive for their actions.” Forty-four percent had 
no previous work experience. Among those who had previous work experience, 
most had followed the needle trades: 14.6 percent had been seamstresses, and 
from 6 to 7 percent had practiced the trade of milliner, presser, or tailor. An 
additional 6 percent had been servants, a role traditionally subject to sexual 
exploitation in Latin America. On into the 1920s, government statistics showed 
that some 20 percent of prostitutes were Jews.” 

The existence of Jewish pimps, or caftens, created the opportunity for 
opponents of immigration to smear all Jews as panders and prostitutes. Despite 
the fact that a majority of the slavers were of other nationalities (pimps from 
every country of Europe, the Middle East, and neighboring Latin American 
states were importing women), in the prevailing atmosphere of the time, trade 
in women was touted as a peculiarly Jewish aberration. In fact, the infamous 
business enjoyed wide popular support, not only from the men who made use 
of it, but as a matter of public policy. Prostitution was accepted as a necessity 
by Argentines in order to protect criollo family values while satisfying the 
appetites of the hordes of temporary male workers who arrived in the country 
without their families. The trade was protected by the police and other govern- 
ment officials, who made a good living from it. 

The Jewish community attacked the t’maim where it hurt: the slavers were 
Orthodox in their religious practice, but the synagogues excluded them from 
participation in services. The t’maim then formed their own congregations, 
sifrei torah (scrolls of the Law) and all. This aroused in respectable Jews the 
apprehension that Christians would be unable to distinguish between them 
and the slavers, tarring the reputation of all Jews. They began a years-long 
campaign to drive them out of business. Lacking any law enforcement capabil- 
ity, the community excommunicated anyone having business or personal rela- 
tions with a caften; such persons were denied entry into any Jewish organization. 
Excommunication was carried to the extreme of prohibiting attendance at 
funerals of relatives of the t’maim. Jewish theatre owners were persuaded to 
post signs prohibiting t’maim from entering, which crippled the market, for 
theatre was where the procurers showed off their merchandise. Ezros Noschim, 
a Jewish organization dedicated to helping women and girls who had been 
seduced and trapped into prostitution, met unaccompanied women at the 
docks and steered them to safe homes. In a demarche on the Minister of 
Poland in Argentina, a delegation asked his government to refrain from issuing 
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passports to single young women on the ground that the many polacas serving 
time in Buenos Aires brothels reflected badly on their homeland. 

Still, legal steps against the trade might not have been taken but for the 
heroism of one Raquel Lieberman who, entrapped a second time after having 
once escaped her husband and keeper, at great risk to her life testified against 
the mob in court. One hundred eight members of Zwi Migdal, the association 
of caftens, were arrested on the basis of her testimony. None was convicted. 
There was no law against the traffic, nor had Argentina adhered to the Geneva 
Convention by which most civilized nations of the period condemned white 
slavery. Only when the constitution was suspended by a military coup and a 
provisional government installed in September 1930 did the Jewish community 
succeed in pressuring the government to deport the slavers from Argentina.” 
It is worth noting that the Jewish community was the only “foreign” community 
in Argentina to wage a war against their own countrymen in order to drive 
them out of business. 

The second human tragedy that shadowed the early history of Argentine 
Jews occurred in 1919, at the height of the worldwide “red scare.” The Argentine 
government had officially reversed its immigration policy, passing laws intended 
to bar the admission of “labor agitators.” But channels for legitimate political 
participation did not appear. A perceptive political analyst commented that 
Argentine “labor leaders would naturally be left outside the prevailing system, 
since their coming to power through anarchist activities obviously implied the 
exclusion of all other sectors.” Despite the democratic rhetoric of the Argen- 
tine Socialist party, labor was not brought into the political process until the 
regime of Juan Perén in the 1930s. 

Nacionalista reaction and economic grievances blended with classic anti- 
Semitism to climax in a pogrom during the so-called Semana Tragica (Tragic 
Week) of January 1919. Events began with a strike against an ironworks. 
Violence broke out, some workers were killed, and observers were quick to 
allege outside agitation by immigrants, especially Bolsheviks, Catalans, and 
Jews. The apprehensions of conservatives concerning the effect of immigration 
on the status quo were ignited by rumors of a plot by rusos to overturn the 
governments of Argentina and Uruguay and institute rule by workers’ soviets. 
From the perspective of the oligarchy, immigration appeared to be changing 
Argentine society, and changing it for the worse. Admittedly, economic progress 
was taking place, but many felt the price was too high. 

At the very time that the strike itself was being settled, the Jewish neighbor- 
hood of Buenos Aires came under murderous attack. “Now, reactionary mobs 
rather than angry workers roamed the streets shouting death to rnusos—Russian 
Jews—who were somehow identified in the popular mind with anarchists and 
Bolsheviks.”*! The assault on Jews and Catalans was led by Rear Admiral Manuel 
Domecq Garcfa, who gave military instruction to the Guardia Blanca—volun- 
teer squads of patriotic youth. Buenos Aires was compared with Petrograd 
two years earlier and “patriots” urged the volunteers to assault Russians and 
Catalans in their homes and neighborhoods.» This they did, destroying libraries, 
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clubs, presses, and shops, as well as looting private homes and stores, while 
the police looked on. Pinie Wald was arrested as would-be dictator of a republic 
that was to be established, encompassing all of South America. 

A Jewish deputation called on President Hipdlito Yrigoyen to disassociate 
the mainstream community from the actions of hotheads and to request police 
protection for law-abiding citizens. Although the president declared that perse- 
cution of the Jews was “incompatible” with Argentine tradition and law, he 
nevertheless chided the deputation for having made its appeal in the name of 
the Jewish community rather than as individual Argentines, despite the fact 
that the community as a whole was under attack. Nevertheless, the police 
were ordered to offer equal protection of the law to all and to put an end to 
attacks on Jews. In enforcing this order over the weekend following, 800 
persons were arrested, 80 percent of them Russian. At the same time, 72 
people were killed and 80 gravely wounded, another 800 receiving minor 
injuries, all in the Jewish quarter of the city. No exact accounting of the human 
toll was ever made, but estimates ranged between 850 and 1,000 dead, with 
3,500 to 5,000 wounded.” There is no doubt that the Jews suffered most 
heavily: at one point, United States Ambassador Frederic J. Stimson reported 
that of 182 bodies collected, 150 were of Russian Jews. 

As a condition that prepared the way for the attacks, Mirelman points to 
the “continuous antisemitic propaganda and education sponsored by some 
Catholic groups,” as priests spoke on street corners and in churches against 
anarchists, socialists, and Jews.” But no evidence of a plot, Bolshevik or other, 
was ever uncovered. None of those arrested was ever brought to trial, for 
want of evidence. Wald himself was charged only with possession of a firearm, 
a charge that could have been brought against most portefios that week. 
Evidently, the “plot” was no more than a hoax cooked up by police and press 
to justify the attacks on Jews as a way of suppressing labor unrest. Montevideo 
police were also alerted to the existence of a “plot” by rusos to overthrow the 
government on the eastern bank. News of arrests in Montevideo encouraged 
Buenos Aires police to make more raids. Nothing, not even Bolshevism, is as 
contagious as panic. 

“The Semana Trdgica was only an isolated major antisemitic issue and thus 
did not constitute a strong enough incentive to the centralization of the Jewish 
community,” concludes Mirelman.” It did not, for example, impel formation 
of an all-inclusive Jewish defense organization. Yet, while Argentine Jews them- 
selves customarily downplay the events of of 1919, one cannot escape the 
feeling that a psychological process was set in train as Jews internalized the 
lesson of Tragic Week. Evidence is suggestive if not dispositive. Jews learned 
that political activity was more dangerous for them than for others and that 
the entire Jewish community could be attacked for the actions of anyone who 
had been born Jewish. This sense of collective destiny, the understanding that 
the entire community is hostage for the acts of individual Jews, remains strong 
among Argentine Jews. It surfaced during the military regime of 1976-83, 
when atrocities inflicted by the government on Jewish individuals met with a 
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very guarded response from the organized Jewish community. The perception 
of the organized community as a hostage to government reprisal for the actions 
(or alleged actions) of individual Jews explains and aggravates the tendency of 
mainstream community leaders to reject radical political activity and radical 
Jewish activists as a danger to the majority of Jews. 

Anti-Semitism had always been endemic among the Argentine upper class. 
As they reacted to labor unrest and the Great Depression, the elite deployed 
anti-Semitism in the service of nationalist reaction, to which Jews were espe- 
cially vulnerable because they were nearly all foreign-born. In the years be- 
tween the wars, elite fear of communism, freemasonry, and liberalism received 
additional support from fascist ideology. The allure of European fascism, with 
its concomitant anti-Semitism, struck a responsive note among many Argen- 
tines, who were particularly attracted by the ultramontanism of Charles Maur- 
ras (1868-1952), soon to become chief ideologist of the Vichy regime. Maurras 
turned the word Jew into an ideogram that stood for modernizing attitudes 
that immigrants were introducing into Argentina and that threatened the conti- 
nuity of criollo values.” The ultimate libel was that the Jew was, and always 
would remain, an alien who did not belong to the Argentine nation. Unavailing 
was the fact that Jewish men responded together with non-Jews to the require- 
ment of universal military service. Unavailing also was the evidence that Jewish 
Argentines acted in accord with their class interests, not in response to the 
atavistic call of imaginary bloodlines. The Liga Patridtica Argentina, a group 
dedicated to defending “Fatherland and Order” through the suppression of 
labor unrest, included Jewish members. Jewish property owners participated 
in an action against laborers (including Jews) in Villa Dominguez when the 
latter went out on strike against the threshing-machine owners. Although Jews 
fought on both sides of this labor dispute, newspapers (and some congressmen) 
portrayed the incident as a case of “Jewish revolutionaries” against “orderly 
Creoles.” Nor did the existence of Jewish agricultural colonies establish Jews 
as Argentines, for these, it was alleged, were no more than a plot to create 
Palestine in Argentina. 

In the interwar period, the Catholic journal Criterio became a potent force 
in creating a hostile environment for Jewish life. Accusing Jews of deicide, it 
inculpated the current generation equally with their ancestors, because of their 
obstinacy in not accepting the Catholic faith. In articles on “the Jewish hatred 
of Jesus,” and “Jewish persecution of the Christ,” Criterio adumbrated its 
historical distortions with support for the accusations then being falsely leveled 
against Captain Alfred Dreyfus in France.” In a nation that was almost 100 
percent Catholic, the views of the Catholic establishment could not but impress 
a distorted picture of the Jew on the minds of its communicants. 

During these same years, a generational shift between immigrant and native 
Jews was leading to a profound cultural shift as well. Yiddish culture bound 
immigrants to their community of origin in Eastern Europe, while serving as a 
bond with fellow immigrants. The native-born generation, educated in Spanish, 
moved quickly into the mainstream of national concerns, and was progressively 
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distanced from specifically Jewish matters that were still bound up in Yiddish. 
The secular weekly Mundo Israelita (Jewish World), founded in 1923 by Leén 
Kibrick and Salomén Resnick, aimed at educating this new Argentine Jewish 
generation and promoting native leadership of the community.” The editors en- 
couraged the translation of Yiddish literature into Spanish and backed the forma- 
tion of a kehillah (organized community; plural, kehillot). Meanwhile, several 
cultural associations merged to form the Sociedad Hebraica Argentina in 1926."! 
Within two years, SHA had a membership of 1,400; today, it is one of the premier 
cultural institutions of Buenos Aires. As authors and playwrights, Jews gained 
acceptability by identifying with Argentine rather than Jewish themes. 

Despite social barriers, Jews adapted amazingly well to the conditions 
presented to them.” Barred from membership in the athletic clubs that are at 
the core of Latino society, Jews formed their own athletic associations. They 
named them “Macabi,” after the Jewish resisters to Syrian rule in the second 
century B.C.E. Jewish sports teams and individual athletes were soon competing 
in boxing, rowing, basketball, soccer, and chess against other ethnically based 
clubs, for Italian, Syrian, and other immigrants were also adopting the local 
style. The strong urge toward assimilation causes Mirelman to claim that authen- 
tically Jewish values such as education, love of Zion, and Yiddishkeit were not 
being transmitted to the native generation, who grew up ignorant of Jewish 
culture.” The diagnosis is borne out by the testimony of an Argentine Jewish 
novelist in 1994, who said, “Being Jewish was a very conflictive thing in my 
childhood and adolescence. My mother said that if someone asked me ‘what’ 
I was, I had to answer, ‘I am nothing.” 

Technological advances opened up entirely new occupational fields for 
some newcomers. Max Glucksman (1875-1946) was producing, distributing, 
and exhibiting films in the early years of the century. Alberto Soifer, born on 
the agricultural colony Coronel Suarez, wrote tangos and other music for more 
than eighty movies. Leén Klimovsky, born in Buenos Aires in 1907, directed 
movies, and Luis Saslavsky (b. Santa Fe, 1908) wrote screenplays for Argentine 
and foreign films. Numerous Jewish actors and actresses, such as the Singerman 
sisters and Iza Kremer, gained fame, first by playing supporting roles in troupes 
imported from the United States, and then as artists in their own right. 

A few individuals of incredible determination managed to work their way 
through the universities. Among professions they chose, the traditional one of 
medicine remained important, though matriculation at medical schools was 
fraught with anti-Semitic booby traps. Some of these are described by Mario 
Schteingard in his autobiography. Born in Vitebsk (Russia) in 1892, Schteingard 
earned his M.D. at the University of Cérdoba in 1921 and later became the 
first Jewish member of the Academia Nacional de Medicina.” Margarita Zatz- 
kin, born in Odessa circa 1885, earned her diploma in pharmacy in 1905 and 
her doctor of medicine degree in 1909, the first woman and first non-Catholic 
to earn degrees at the Universidad Nacional de Cérdoba.* Paulina Weintraub 
de Itzigsohn, who earned her medical degree in Zurich, became physician to 
the colonists of Entre Rios and La Pampa in 1911; her son José, likewise a 
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physician, became director of the department of psychiatry at the University 
of Buenos Aires.” Psychoanalysis arrived in Argentina in the 1940s, introduced 
by a group of practitioners of whom two were Jewish: Arnaldo Rascovsky, a 
native Argentine, and Mary Glas de Langer, who came from an assimilated 
Viennese family. Psychiatrist Gregorio Bermann was among the founders of 
the World Health Organization and presided over the Asociacién Psiquidtrica 
de América Latina in the 1960s. In Argentina, psychoanalysis has not escaped 
its reputation as “a Jewish science,” one that has captivated wide strata of the 
population, who make no secret of their enlistment in Freudian or Lacanian 
ranks. 

Immigrant pioneers paved the way for their children, who soon began 
entering the professions in significant numbers. The majority of immigrants, 
however, entered the Argentine economy as farmers or blue-collar workers. 


PART THREE 


AY HOME IN 
AMERICA 


CHAPTER 5 


Agricultural Colonies: 
The Burden of the Dream 


We planted wheat and harvested doctors. 
—A JCA colonist 


THOUSANDS OF JEWISH immigrants established themselves as farmers in 
Argentina, Brazil, Uruguay, the Dominican Republic, and Bolivia. For the most 
part, they settled in groups, often under sponsorship of the Jewish Colonization 
Association (JCA). Only the colonies in Argentina lasted long enough to mold 
the character of Jewish migration to these countries and to leave an impress 
on the nation’s history. Other colonies that were projected for areas as distinct 
as Baja California and Suriname never came into existence. Despite their 
evanescence, it is worth examining Jewish colonies in three different ecological 
settings as a means of furthering our understanding of the way Jewish immi- 
grants could and could not adapt to Latin American society. The successes and 
the failures alike provide insight into the nature of the migration and the 
capacity of these societies to absorb European immigrants into their agricul- 
tural sectors. 


Argentina 


We have seen that Argentine expectations concerning immigrants focused 
persistently on their value as farmers. Despite high expectations, the social and 
legislative climate was never adapted to meet their needs. The accumulation of 
enormous tracts of land in the hands of a few families was already a permanent 
feature of the landscape by the time immigrants began to arrive. The large 
leased tracts characteristic of the early independence period were converted 
to permanent ownership under Rosas, and in 1876 the first law of lands and 
colonies permitted the sale of land in lots of eighty thousand hectares. This 
was the same year basic immigration legislation was passed, and successive 
governments never provided for the demand of immigrant farmers to buy 
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homesteads. Between 1882 and 1912, land values increased one hundredfold 
because of the subjugation of the Araucanians and the consequent expansion 
of the agricultural frontier. Newly opened land was sold at public auction, in 
tracts so large that the price was beyond the reach of ordinary farmers or 
immigrants, who lost out to speculators and investors.' As a result, the process 
by which latifundista families extended their domains actually intensified during 
the years when proimmigration forces were calling most vocally for recruitment 
of farmers. 

Since land was not to be made available to individual immigrants, coloniza- 
tion became a corporate concern. Government allotted large tracts to foreign 
entrepreneurs, who in turn contracted with European firms to supply specified 
numbers of settlers. These were then allocated plots of land within the colony, 
together with the right to claim ownership after a given number of years. The 
entrepreneurs made their profit from shares in the harvest and by keeping a 
part of the land grant for themselves. 

We may now ask why Jews should have decided to cast themselves in the 
role of agricultural pioneers in Argentina, a country that had not previously 
attracted their attention. The motivation was partly survival and partly ideology. 
The former is sufficient to account for Jews’ emigrating to Argentina, but the 
latter is vital to an understanding of why they came as farmers. 

The renewed outbreak of pogroms in Russia in 1881 forced Jewish intellec- 
tuals into a redefinition of their Jewishness that depended less upon ameliora- 
tion of the gentile world’s hatred of the Jew than upon alteration of the Jews’ 
own state of consciousness, shaped ineluctably by objective reality. Several 
elements figured in what came to be called autoemancipation, after the title 
of a tract published in 1882 by Leon Pinsker. One was Zionism, which offered 
a political solution. Another was cultural nationalism, stressing the spiritual 
unity of scattered Jewish communities. The third was a return to nature and 
to productive labor on the land. These themes were to dominate Jewish life 
for the next ninety years and to result, inter alia, in creation of the State of Israel. 

Apart from the nationalist mystique of Zion, there was nothing intrinsically 
attractive about Palestine, at that time a forsaken corner of the Ottoman Empire. 
The appearance on the scene of Argentina, with its offer of religious toleration 
and land for the farmer, presented the émigrés who were interested in “nor- 
malizing” the situation of the Jewish people with an alternative destination. 
Thus Argentina, because of its policy of recruiting European farm immigrants, 
became a link in the chain of migrations that was converting the Jews from a 
European to an American people. 

In 1889, a group of Russian Jews arranged their own emigration aboard 
the steamship Weser. They found themselves stranded and penniless, however, 
when their contract for the purchase of farmland was not honored. Reduced 
to poverty, without food or housing, the immigrants hovered near the railway 
station, sustaining themselves with handouts from passengers. Many children 
died the first winter, and numbers of young women went off with white slavers. 
The entire enterprise would have died aborning had it not been for Dr. Wilhelm 
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Loewenthal, a Jewish sanitary engineer. Investigating on behalf of the Alliance 
Israelite Universelle, he brought the plight of the settlers to the attention of 
Baron Maurice de Hirsch. Thus began one of the most remarkable adventures 
in immigration the world had seen to that date. 

Hirsch’s intervention was prompted by a philanthropic urge whose manifes- 
tation in practical deeds earned him considerable status among Jews worldwide, 
for whom the giving of tzdakah (charity) is a meritorious act. His philanthropy 
had a practical bent. Although Hirsch sent money for the temporary relief of 
the impoverished Jews of Santa Fe, he went considerably farther and estab- 
lished the Jewish Colonization Association, an organization he envisaged as a 
way of restructuring the lives of diaspora Jewry. Ultimately, his investment 
in JCA exceeded the combined resources of all other contemporary Jewish 
philanthropies in Europe and the United States.’ The guiding idea behind Jca 
was to accomplish the moral and physical regeneration of the Jews through 
agricultural labor. “What I desire to accomplish,” wrote Hirsch, “what, after 
many failures has come to be the object of my life, and that for which I am 
ready to stake my wealth and my intellectual powers, is to give to a portion 
of my companions in faith the possibility of finding a new existence, primarily 
as farmers and also as handicraftsmen, in those lands where the laws and 
religious tolerance permit them to carry on the struggle for existence as noble 
and responsible subjects of a human government.” 

The question is sometimes raised as to why the baron fixed on Argentina 
rather than on Palestine. Although, at a later date, the two destinations were 
to compete for immigrants, the dream of a renaissance of the Jewish people 
in the land of its birth had not yet found the man who could bring it to fruition. 
The one who was to do that, Theodor Herzl, was still fumbling to give shape 
to his inchoate ideas when he met with Baron de Hirsch at the latter's Paris 
home in June 1895. A week later, Herzl noted in his diary some arguments 
against Jewish settlement in Palestine: the proximity of Russia; the lack of 
opportunity for expansion; the climate.‘ The baron would no doubt have added 
the necessity of dealing with the Turks, with whom he had had scarifying 
experiences in the course of building the oriental railways that were the founda- 
tion of his fortune. 

Hirsch was no visionary and had his own ideas about a Jewish renaissance. 
What was needed was to wean Jews away from urban occupations and get 
them back on the land. Herzl indeed faulted him for deprecating the finer 
qualities in Jewish life. But Hirsch was more than an imperious philanthropist. 
His style was to intervene in specific situations where he felt that money and 
organization could make the difference between success and failure of Jews 
to root themselves. He was a businessman, and the organization he created in 
his image operated on business principles, with contracts imposed upon the 
settlers as terms of their acceptance into the project. Hirsch was to initiate 
agricultural ventures in Canada, the United States, and Brazil, but he favored 
Argentina and determined to give that project every possibility of success. The 
presence of the stranded Weser immigrants in Santa Fe Province, on the edge 
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of Argentina’s wheat belt, provided the sort of opportunity he relished. There 
the lure of virgin land, which was attracting settlers in large numbers, meshed 
with the worldwide rise in the price of wheat to present prospects of a profit 
to be made through large-scale cultivation of grain. How better to combine 
philanthropy with good business practice than by transferring displaced Jews 
from Russia and settling them as farmers on land suitable for growing wheat? 
Thus Jews would become self-sufficient in the one occupation that, according 
to the baron’s philosophy, could accomplish their “moral and physical regenera- 
tion.” The refugees were about to acquire a manager. 

JCA was founded 10 September 1891 as a British joint stock company, with 
an initial capital of $10 million (furnished by Hirsch, who later added another 
$30 million). On his death, Hirsch's shares were divided among the Jewish 
communities of Frankfurt-am-Main, Berlin, and Brussels, the Alliance Israelite 
Universelle (founded in 1860 at Paris as an educational and rehabilitation 
agency), and the Anglo-Jewish Association of London, which became the admin- 
istrator. Article 6 of its charter prohibits the taking of any profit from the 
company; any en is to be dedicated to “facilitating the emigration of Jews 
from the countries ... where they are persecuted .. . to other regions of the 
world where they may enjoy the rights inherent in qnankind:* In negotiations 
with the Russian government, Hirsch assumed responsibility for the transport 
of colonists from various European and Turkish ports. The Russians, for their 
part, agreed to issue passports to the refugees, which they had hitherto refused 
to do. These were one-way documents, invalid for return to Russia, but they 
facilitated the immigrants’ entry into Argentina. 

Previous colonizers had received their land free from the Argentine govern- 
ment; in many cases, they had also received funds for their maintenance during 
the first year of settlement, as well as seed and tools. On 21 May 1891, however, 
the alienation of public lands ceased. All the land that JCA came to control had 
to be purchased either from the government or from private owners. JCA 
organized and paid for the immigrants’ transportation to Argentina; allocated 
land, tools, and farm animals; and provided shelter for the colonists during the 
transition years. It hired administrators to run the colonies and represented 
the colonists in their dealings with the Argentine government. What was 
demanded of the settlers was that they be “experienced farmers, with families 
large enough to provide sufficient manpower; they had to have some savings 
of their own and a willingness to forge the way in a new, pioneering endeavor.”* 
Jca conformed both to Argentine law and to Jewish necessity by serving as 
colonizing agent for agrarian immigrants. Moreover, as Scobie notes, “the 
[Jewish Colonization] association introduced paternal protection and guidance 
totally lacking in private, company, or official immigration schemes.” 

To start the project off, agents of Baron de Hirsch fanned out through the 
ports of Germany and Turkey, spreading word about the new land of promise, 
interviewing and selecting immigrants whom they considered fit for agricultural 
labor. One Constantinople contingent of two hundred families was organized 
into seventeen brigades, under captains who were responsible for the comport- 
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ment of their charges. A shokhet, or ritual slaughterer, was shipped with the 
immigrants in order to allow them to observe Jewish dietary law, but the 
enlightened administrators urged their colonists to conform to public decorum 
on the boat, to see themselves as a self-conscious vanguard: “You are going in 
order to open a path for your brothers in captivity, accused of depreciating 
honest agricultural labor. Baron de Hirsch wishes to demonstrate to the world 
through your mediation that the accusation is false, and that Hebrews also can 
be good workers when they have the means to be so.” Thus, at the very start 
of the migration, the future relationship between administration and colonists 
was prefigured: the role of the administrators as big brother; the desire to 
transform the colonists’ image; and the expectation that these migrants would 
prove a point that was very important in the ideology of the day: that Jews 
were capable of productive labor on the land. 

Restrictions on Jews had prevented them from owning land in most coun- 
tries of Europe; an exception was the southern region of the Pale of Settlement, 
most notably, the provinces of Kherson, Ekaterinoslav, and Bessarabia, where 
in 1898 some 150,000 Jews were working full- or part-time in agriculture.* It was 
from this region that many of the candidates came. But stevedores, blacksmiths, 
ironworkers, tailors, and shoemakers were also enlisted, if they were in good 
physical condition and had sons who might be expected to work alongside 
them. Many recruits were not farmers, but they were not city dwellers either. 
Most Russian and Polish Jews at that date lived in farming villages or rural 
towns (the shtetl), where they were intimately linked with the agricultural cycle. 

The original plan was to resettle 25,000 Jews in Argentina during 1892, 
the first year of Jca’s existence. In the course of twenty-five years, it was hoped 
that 3,250,000 Jews would escape from the Pale of Settlement to the Argentine 
pampas. In point of fact, just 2,500 Jews, one-tenth the projected number, 
were resettled the first year. In no year did total Jewish immigration into 
Argentina exceed 15,000, ‘including those who went to the city as well as those 
who went to the farm. Although Argentina was the major destination for Jewish 
farmers under the JCA program, the colonies at their peak had only 33,000 
Jewish farmers.” 

The settlement scheme had to be scaled down as a result of the failure of 
the Argentine government to approve the sale of additional adjacent tracts of 
land and a dawning realization on Hirsch’s part that the climate and soil in the 
areas where he was able to buy land were not totally suited to agriculture. 
Hirsch therefore shifted from his original project of one vast territory to one 
of scattered colonies that would not raise the apprehension of Argentines that 
a portion of their national territory might be alienated. This move also enabled 
JCA to try out agricultural conditions in other parts of the country. The accom- 
panying map indicates the location, ultimate extent of land purchased, and 
date of installation of the first Jewish farmers in the Argentine JCA colonies. 
First to be settled were the remainder of the Weser group who still wished to 
go into farming after their rude initiation. Hirsch purchased a part of the tract 
on which they had settled under contract, and it was there that the first colony 
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Jewish Colonization Association Colonies in Argentina and Brazil 


Name Settled Hectares Name Settled Hectares 
1. Moisesville 1891 118.262 8. Narcisse Leven 1909 46,466 
2. Mauricio 1892 43,485 9. Quatro Hermaos 1910 93,885 
3. Clara 1892 102,671 10. Montefiore 1912 29,075 
4. Lucienville 1894 40,630 11. Dora 1912 2,980 
5. Philippson 1903 5,764 12. Cohen-Oungre 1925 23,074 
6. Baron Hirsch 1905 110,866 13. Avigdor 1936 17,175 
7. Santa Isabel 1908 47,804 14. San José (not colonized) 156 


Sou 


: Adapted from Morton D. Winsberg. Colonia Baron Hirsch, p. 6. 
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of Moisesville was established in 1891. In succeeding years, five colonies were 
established in the province of Entre Rios, another in Santa Fe, two in the 
province of Buenos Aires, and one each in the Chaco, La Pampa, and Rio 
Negro. The early pace of settlement was rapid; four colonies were established 
in the 1890s and seven more before the outbreak of World War I. 

Five years into its lifetime, in 1896 (the year of Baron Hirsch’s death), the 
JCA project consisted of 302,736 hectares of land, settled by a Jewish population 
of 6,757. The years up to World War I witnessed Jca’s greatest expansion; 
its area almost doubled while its population practically tripled. The largest 
population—20,382 Jewish farmers and their families, 13,000 Jewish artisans, 
businessmen, professionals, and their families, plus a non-Jewish population 
of about 5,000—was reached in 1925, following which the Jewish population 
began to diminish while the non-Jewish population continued to increase." 
Although the population of the colonies appeared to be growing throughout 
the 1920s, the statistics obscure the turnover in personnel as disappointed 
settlers departed for the city and were replaced by new immigrants, not a few 
of whom settled on the farm because they were admitted to the country on 
agricultural visas. From 1936 to 1940, the colonies underwent a revival as 
JCA recruited German and Austrian Jewish refugees. Most of these persons, 
however, were middle-class professionals with no background of manual labor, 
and they tended to leave as soon as economic conditions permitted. 

The total land area eventually acquired by Jca in Argentina came to 617,000 
hectares, or a million and a half acres. This was transferred in settlement only 
in part; one-fourth was held in reserve for future immigrants or was not 
suitable for agriculture. The colonists were settled as family units. Although 
conditions varied somewhat from time to time and from place to place, the 
terms imposed upon settlers in Colonia Baron Hirsch were typical. Each 
colonist was awarded a lot varying in size from 75 to 150 hectares (185 to 370 
acres), together with a house (two rooms and a kitchen), fencing, a well, a 
poultry run, ten to twenty cows, eight to ten horses, twenty-five to fifty fowl, 
a wagon, plow, harrow, harness, and miscellaneous farm implements, seeds, 
and maintenance for the first few months. In return, colonists signed a contract 
that obligated them to pay all land taxes and rent at the rate of 4 percent of 
the value of the land, 5 percent of the value of the buildings. The contract 
was to be reviewed after five years, and after eight, colonists would be given a 
definite title deed with a mortgage at 4 percent interest—if they had meanwhile 
succeeded in paying off 50 percent of the value of the land. 

For a few years, the JCA colonies captured the imagination of the Jewish 
world, for they seemed to hold the promise that, here in the New World, the 
Jewish condition of rootlessness could be remedied. In fact, during the 1930s, 
a larger proportion of the Jewish working class was engaged in agriculture 
than was the case either in their countries of origin or in other major countries 
of destination. In the decade preceding World War II, the percentage of Jews 
gainfully employed who worked in agriculture was 4.3 percent for Poland and 
4.2 percent for the USSR. The corresponding percentage for Jews of the United 
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States was 2.2 percent. But 5.8 percent of Argentine Jews gainfully employed 
were in agriculture in 1935.'' This certainly justified the baron’s belief that 
Jewish settlement on the land might succeed in Argentina. 

Jewish agricultural colonies, however, were not to become a permanent 
feature of Argentine life. Just 2,373 Jewish farmers (including independents) 
were counted in the 1960 Argentine census, and the process of attrition has 
continued since that date. To understand why the colonies failed, it is necessary 
to examine both their internal life and the Argentine social structures into 
which they had to fit. 

The dominant theme of most memoirs of life in the Jca colonies is the 
struggle between settlers and administrators. Administrators of the colonies, 
mostly French and products of the haskalah, saw themselves as “always . . 
preoccupied with facilitating the assimilation of the people settled in their 
colonies with the object of their becoming good agriculturists and patriotic 
Argentinians, though conserving their religious faith.”"* Most diarists and histo- 
rians among the East European colonists depict the administrators as anti- 
Semites. Believing themselves culturally superior to the settlers whose affairs 
they had been hired to administer, officials displayed a contempt for the mores 
of the shtet! that was at all times galling and occasionally brutal. According to 
one historian of the colonies, Hirsch’s fundamental principle—that the project 
not be handled as charity but be utilized to reconstruct Jewish life—was 
perverted by the Jca administrators into a conviction that they must protect 
the project against the settlers, who, as East Europeans, were lacking i in culture 
and not worthy of trust.’’ So for example, Hirsch’s stricture that Jca help only 
those who helped themselves emerged from the administrators’ hands in the 
form of a contract that many settlers had to sign by which Jca remained sole 
owner of the land up to the very last payment." Jca retained the right to expel 
any farmer who was tardy in his current payment, without consideration for 
sums paid up to that date. The right was often exercised. This philanthropic 
feudalism turned the colonists into tenants rather than independent farmers. 
In another extension of European mores, titles to land were given out to male 
heads of families, although women worked alongside their husbands. 

The tight bureaucratic mold, a product of the transfer of European attitudes 
to Argentina, left no room for participation by the settlers in the determination 
of their own affairs. With Jca legal owner of the land, farmers found they 
could not get credit at the bank but were forced to borrow from Jca, a situation 
that intensified their dependence. Gradually, Jewish tenants found themselves 
being pushed into the same dependent relationship to their patrén as minifun- 
distas all over Latin America. Jews, however, had arrived on the land with 
financial and organizing skills; to evade this dependence, they founded coopera- 
tive credit associations. Originally organized with JcA support for the purpose 
of buying seeds and supplies, the cooperatives turned into a weapon of struggle 
against the Jca as the settlers endeavored to gain representation in the decision- 
making process.'” 

jca had reason to impede colonist participation in management. As a 
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charitable organization, it was selling land at prices far below those charged 
by commercial companies. As the price of land rose steadily, colonists watched 
the value of their assigned property rise several-fold over the price at which 
they had agreed to buy it. Colonists who received title to their land before 
they had adjusted to rural life were tempted by its increased value to sell it, 
invest the money in other occupations, and establish themselves in the city. 
In fact, just such a fate overtook the colony of Mauricio, where victory of the 
colonists in a lawsuit claiming title to their land resulted in the exodus of 
nine-tenths of them between the years 1919 and 1930."* Such a development 
obviously ran counter to the philosophy of Baron de Hirsch and of the organiza- 
tion he had founded. 

With hindsight, it is possible to relieve the JcA administrators of the charge 
of anti-Semitism without thereby declaring them to have been sensitive to the 
settlers’ problems. Two of these were the source of continual friction: the 
pattern of settlement and the allocation of land to the second generation. 

The pattern of settlement was crucial because Jewish life is communal in 
nature. The scattering of farmers on their land, combined with poor means of 
transport, would make it impossible to create the Jewish social institu- 
tions—synagogues, religious schools, libraries, facilities for slaughtering kosher 
meat, cemeteries—on which Jewish life depends. At first, JcA settled the 
immigrants in agricultural villages, a pattern typical of eastern Europe but not 
then in use in Argentina. Here the familiar old institutions were re-created—but 
at the price of agricultural efficiency because farmers spent a good deal of 
time getting to and from their land. Subsequently, Jca gave up the village 
pattern of settlement in favor of locating each family upon its own land. The 
increase in efficiency was then accompanied by atrophying of Jewish institutions 
as the isolation of the Argentine countryside closed down around Jewish, as 
around non-Jewish, farmers.'* 

The hostile eye of Arieh Tartakower emphasizes the latter development. 
In his view, JCA administrators, by scattering colonies over the Argentine map 
“as though for fear of the evil eye,” deliberately inhibited the growth of Jewish 
cultural life, which they despised as inferior to their own and as an embarrass- 
ment before the Gentiles." 

Perhaps the most shortsighted aspect of Jca policy was the refusal to grant 
land from its reserves to the grown sons of established colonists. The policy 
was adhered to over a period of many years, despite considerable agitation on 
the part of those colonists who foresaw that stable settlement depended on 
making provision for the next generation. The Jca contended that it was 
concerned with settling new Jewish immigrants from abroad and that Argentine- 
born sons ought to strike out on their own. The difficulty was that, as we have 
seen, it was virtually impossible for an individual to buy farmland in small 
plots. This was true throughout the nation and for all immigrants. So little 
success did colonists enjoy in establishing themselves on the land that the very 
word colono came to be generally used as a synonym for peon, a term that has 
more the connotation of debt-serf than of freeholder. As a result of Jca policy, 
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grown sons of colonists who wished to remain farmers had to become tenants 
of other latifundistas, accepting the same short-term leases then being offered 
other rural proletarians. Analysts of the Argentine economy generally point to 
these leases, which bore no assurance of renewal, as a major cause of rural 
poverty. With insecure tenure, the colonists had no incentive to make improve- 
ments to the land but tended to drift off toward the city. 

Furthermore, as Avni has shown, despite all the difficulties the farmers 
experienced, JCA itself was turning a profit in the interwar period. At the 
same time, the “Yiko” or the “Jevish,” as Jc was known locally, tightened the 
requirements for accepting candidates for settlement. Now, in addition to 
producing two grown sons to farm together with the paterfamilias, candidates 
had to pay their own fare, maintain themselves financially during a transition 
period, and contribute toward settlement costs. The Association was experienc- 
ing a great deal of difficulty in finding suitable candidates, and rejected two- 
thirds of those who applied under these terms. Finally, a settler who failed to 
perform to the satisfaction of Jca could be removed from the colony and 
declared no longer to be jca’s responsibility."” Even the rise of Nazism in 
Germany in the 1930s was not sufficient to galvanize JCA into developing plans 
for mass immigration: in January 1936, the Association brought over 46 settlers 
to their new colony of Avigdor; a year later, the grand total was 99." Jca, whose 
role in Jewish agricultural settlement was crucial, never saw itself as a sponsor 
of large-scale immigration, but as a mechanism for settling highly selected, 
proven agriculturists on the land. 

Although there is always a balance to be struck between the ability of 
immigrants to adapt and the environment to which they must adapt, it seems 
clear that the system of land tenure that characterized Argentina provided the 
context and determined the parameters of agricultural settlement. Of equal 
importance among external factors affecting the viability of the Jewish colonies 
was the marginal utility of the land Jca was able to buy: 


The jca colonies were generally established in the less attractive agricul- 
tural regions of the country, because most of the best land in Argentina 
had entered the private domain years before, and either was not for sale 
or was too expensive. Taking advantage of a brief economic depression in 
1890, the Jca began purchasing large tracts of land, in some cases entire 
ranches, on the outer margin of the fertile humid Pampa. Among the 
largest purchases were those made in the province of Entre Rios. . . . 
The land purchased by the association has at best only marginal value 
for agriculture”! 


Winsberg found the region of the Entre Rios colonies to be better suited 
to cattle raising than to crop production. But the small size of the farms allotted 
to individual families precluded their use for ranches and forced the colonists 
to concentrate on agriculture even though they could not do so profitably. 
Similarly with Colonia Baron Hirsch, which is on the border between Buenos 
Aires and La Pampa provinces. The 150-hectare farms issued to the colonists 
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were inadequate to sustain wheat production in this area’s dry climate. Yet the 
colonists were constrained to grow just that crop because it was the only 
product that, if the harvest was satisfactory, would bring them a profit large 
enough to meet the payments on their farms, as well as provide for expenses. 
Paradoxically, the problem in this wheat-growing colony arose from the contem- 
porary boom in the international market for wheat. By 1905, when Jews settled 
Colonia Baron Hirsch, Argentina was in the midst of an agricultural boom that 
saw her total crop acreage expand from 16 million to 50 million acres between 
1899 and 1911. The high price of wheat on the international market had driven 
up the price of land, particularly any on which the valued commodity could 
be grown. Consequently, Colonia Baron Hirsch is situated beyond the climatic 
frontier of stable wheat production. 

Increasingly, the Jca colonies became part of Argentina's persistent 
latifundia-minifundia complex of problems. An Argentine government agrono- 
mist had held that 500 hectares were the minimum necessary for economic 
self-sufficiency in agriculture, 5,000 hectares the minimum for efficient cattle 
production. The 75- to 150-hectare farms allotted to the colonists represented 
no more than one-fifth of the recommended minimum, “too little to live on, 
too much to die from” (tzum lebn tzu veinik, tzum shtarbn tzu fil). To complicate 
matters, the settlers were totally lacking in ecological orientation. Even those 
who had been farmers in their old homes were unfamiliar with the soil and 
climate of Argentina. The lands were virgin and difficult to cultivate by hand 
or with the old-fashioned machinery that some immigrants brought with them 
from Russia. In fact, this was precisely why the cattle barons left these lands 
to farmers—so they would break up the tough pampa grass and eventually 
plant the area to alfalfa for cattle. Under other conditions, the settlers might have 
benefited from the example of neighboring farmers. Agriculture in Argentina, 
however, was in a primitive state owing to the system of latifundia that did 
not require owners to cultivate efficiently in order to reap substantial returns. 
The absence of a class of family farmers left a social gap between the immigrants 
and the large landowners that could not be bridged from the immigrants’ side. 
Consequently, the colonists’ most intimate contact with native Argentines was 
with that “peon on horseback,” the gaucho. It was the gaucho who taught 
Jewish immigrants how to ride, how to herd cattle, how to shelter against the 
elements, how to shoot. In the end, the gaucho taught the colonist his own 
primitive methods of agriculture—a rude twist to Argentine hopes that Euro- 
pean immigrants would educate the gaucho to more advanced techniques. The 
legend of the Jewish gaucho emerged at the turn of the century: a person 
midway between the cultures of the ghetto and the pampa. The number of 
such Jews who existed is less important than the grip the image exerted upon 
people’s minds: the Jewish gaucho symbolizes the settlers’ physical and psychic 
investment in the upbuilding of the Argentine interior.” As for the impact 
Jews made on gauchos, some of them apparently learned Yiddish in order to 
communicate with their exotic neighbors. 
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The “Jewish gauchos” of song and story were really farmers, not cowboys. But 
they learned their survival skills from the seminomadic gauchos who roamed the 
Argentine pampas. The gauchos in turn picked up European skills from the set- 
tlers, including use of the Yiddish language. 


The fact that the settlers’ contact with the native Argentine population was 
restricted to the gaucho, who was still in the condition that led Sarmiento to 
expatiate on the conundrum of “barbarism” at the heart of Argentine seaboard 
“civilization,” contributed to the colonists’ conviction that they themselves stood 
at a far higher cultural level than the surrounding population and that their 
sons and daughters must be educated to be something better, even if this meant 
abandoning the farm that had represented in the first place the expectation of 
a new and better way of life. The problem of education generally, and Jewish 
education specifically, emerges as crucial to the Jewish agricultural experience. 

Despite the avowed commitment of the Argentine government to free and 
universal public education, there were no schools in the areas settled by Jca. 
The Jewish settlers, still involved in an inherited tradition of learning, de- 
manded that Jca establish schools for their children, and these in fact were 
set up at an early date. (Chapter 7 describes these schools.) Under the cireum- 
stances, however, neither the settlers nor JCA were able to provide quality 
higher education, and this limitation is cited by all informants as a prime reason 
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for moving to the city. Scobie identifies isolation as a factor in driving all 
immigrants out of the countryside. 


In the countryside the immigrant could not form a cultural or social 
group with his countrymen as he had in the city. Most of the colonies 
were economic ventures and only occasionally, as with the early Santa 
Fe colonies or the Jewish Colonization Association, did they provide 
religious and cultural unity. Extensive tenant farming did not permit 
even accidental unity or contact. The very isolation and transiency of the 
agricultural immigrant’s life retarded his assimilation into the national 
culture, not because he formed groups outside that culture but because 
he himself was so remote.” 


Isolation was probably felt more acutely by Jews than by non-Jews because 
of their centuries-old attachment to education as a way of life. “There wasn’t 
a book to read or a light to read it by,” was the answer of one old colonist 
when asked why he had moved to the city. For Jews, education was a cultural 
imperative, overriding the territorial imperative of hanging onto the land that 
is so marked a feature of peasant life. The departure of young people was 
accelerated by the decision of Jca not to make land available to the second 
generation. But if the decision had been made to make such land available, 
one suspects that in the continuing absence of a national system of schools, 
departure from the countryside would only have been delayed by a generation. 

Many forces antagonistic to all the agricultural colonies operated during 
the period under review, affecting Jewish settlement only because it was a part 
of the whole. The years 1895-97 saw exceedingly poor crops: these were the 
years when the first four Jewish colonies were started. After that, it became 
increasingly difficult for small farmers to get out of debt. One informant 
reported that his father, an original settler of Lucienville, died after forty-three 
years’ labor on the land, still not the legal owner of it. By the turn of the 
century, the period when small owner-operated farms could produce wheat 
profitably was drawing to a close everywhere. From then on, only large-scale, 
mechanized producers could stay in business profitably. In drought years, mar- 
ginal farmers were wiped out, and a succession of droughts in the 1930s forced 
farmers off the land in Entre Rios as in Oklahoma. The worldwide depression 
of 1929-33 had its effect on all commodity producers. As the price of wheat 
on world markets dropped, colonists could no longer clear enough to make 
their farms pay. Often the sale or rental of their property provided a stake 
that enabled them to start a new life in the city, while the more successful 
farmers strengthened their position by adding to their own holdings. Following 
World War II, peronista economic planning, aimed at increasing industrial 
production, resulted in low farm prices and high tenant wages that again 
squeezed out small owners, leaving behind the familiar pattern of large-scale 
ownership of land by people who rarely farmed it and a class of tenant farmers 
lacking the political or economic power to acquire land. 

The result of Argentine agrarian policy, despite the stated desire to conquer 
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the interior, was to furnish hands to the city. Up to 1890, 70 percent of 
immigrants to the Argentine were peasants. Presumably, at least some of these 
retained an affinity for rural life despite their transatlantic transplantation. Over 
the years, however, decreasing proportions of immigrants actually engaged in 
agriculture. Maldistribution of land foreclosed on the possibility of populating 
the countryside with immigrants and sent those immigrants, willy-nilly, to the 
cities." In 1914, native-born Argentines were distributed almost evenly be- 
tween rural and urban areas, but 70 percent of the country’s foreigners were 
living in cities, despite the asserted government policy of “internalizing” immi- 
grants on the land and despite the fact that most immigrants were rural in 
origin.” The migration of Jewish farmers to the city must be seen in the context 
of the urbanization of both native and immigrant that is so prominent a feature 
of Argentine history. 

Urbanization on such a scale indicates the presence of compelling economic 
and social forces that could not be resisted by that small segment of the 
migration which consisted of Jews. If they had succeeded in staying on the 
land, that would indeed have called for explanation. As it is, the partial and 
short-lived success of the Jca colonies reflects the ephemeral success of Argen- 
tine immigration policy, which was aimed at peopling the countryside with 
European farmers but was fatally limited by traditional social structures: the 
system of latifundia and the exclusion of the rural populace from national life 
through failure to provide an infrastructure of schools, hospitals, and highways. 

A 1958 census of the 332 colonists who still owned farms in Colonia Baron 
Hirsch revealed the profile of the urbanizing movement among Jews. Of a 
total of 857 children, 571 were twenty years of age and over. Of these adult 
children, 55 percent were living outside the colony. Among the 316 adult 
children who had left their families, 207 or 66 percent were housewives, 
showing a high tendency among daughters to abandon farm life. Among sons 
gainfully employed, only 9 percent, having obtained land outside the colony, 
were engaged in agriculture. 

Departure from the colony came most frequently between ages twenty 
and twenty-nine, with a resulting drop in the number of children under age 
ten in the colony. The diminishing Jewish population was replaced by Gentiles, 
who in 1960 comprised 67 percent of the colony’s population.” From the point 
of view of the national economy, of course, it makes no difference whether the 
colonists are Jewish or non-Jewish. From the point of view of Jewish settlement, 
the urbanizing movement converted Argentine Jewry into an almost entirely 
urban element. In 1920, 22 percent of Argentine Jews were on the farm. 
During the next fifteen years, while the Jewish population of Argentina rose 
from 120,000 to 225,000-230,000, the proportion in the agricultural sector 
slipped to 11 percent. In 1960, just 2 percent of Argentine Jews declared 
themselves to be farmers.” The departing settlers moved not only to such 
major metropolitan areas as Buenos Aires, Cordoba, and Tucuman, but also 
to the small towns located within the borders of their colonies, especially 
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Moisesville and Basavilbaso, known fondly as Varsovia Pequefia (Little 
Warsaw).” 

Although the jca colonies did not produce a large and stable middle class 
of Jewish farmers, they did result in the rooting of Jewish Argentines in cities of 
the interior. Argentina is the only country in Latin America where considerable 
numbers of Jews settled elsewhere than in the national capital. The Argentine 
national census of 1960 found nearly fifteen thousand Jews living in Santa Fe 
and nearly nine thousand in Entre Rios, provinces that were the site of seven 
of the colonies. Sixteen districts outside of Greater Buenos Aires had popula- 
tions of one thousand Jews or more, and there was no district in the republic 
without its Jewish citizens.” Owing to demographic factors yet to be discussed, 
it is more than likely that these numbers have diminished in the decades since 
that census was taken. 

The decay of the colonies, usually attributed to a stereotypical inability of 
Jews to relate to agricultural labor, can now be seen to have taken place within 
the context of a massive urbanizing movement that caught up the majority of 
immigrants and transformed Argentina from a rural to an urban nation. The 
primary factors in this movement were nationwide in scope and had nothing 
to do with Jews: the system of latifundia that squeezed small buyers out of the 
market; the steadily increasing efficiency of latifundia as machinery made 
possible economies of scale; the war between agriculturist and cattle baron, 
in which the latter used the former to open up new grazing lands. 

Associated with the latifundia complex was the vital mediatory figure of 
the patr6n. His presence humanized the system but also furnished a convenient 
target for the farmers’ wrath, personifying as he did the whole system in which 
the small cultivator did not stand a chance. The JCA administration was, of 
course, the patrén. Without JCA there would have been no group Jewish 
settlement. But its wealth and the control over the lives of the settlers this 
wealth conferred made life intolerable for the colonists. They left with an 
attitude of resentment against JCA that persists to this day. It should be recog- 
nized, however, that at a time when, nationwide, farmers were being pushed 
into marginal areas by the aggressively expanding cattle industry, Jca could 
not successfully withstand pressures exerted from within and from without. In 
order to develop agricultural efficiency, the Association scattered the colonists’ 
homesteads, thus inducing in the colonists a sense of isolation that most of 
them could not endure. For those second-generation families prepared to 
endure the isolation, Jc failed to provide land, conserving it instead for an 
expected onrush of new immigrants that never materialized. Thus, even those 
who would have preferred to stay on the land were driven to the city. The 
net result of JCA policy, as of government policy, was to stimulate the flow of 
immigrants from farm to city. 

There can be no doubt that there was also a massive failure in human 
relations within the colonies and that this was important in the general failure 
to realize large-scale, permanent Jewish colonization. Jca had taken on the 
task of Argentinizing the settlers, a function they felt had to be performed if 
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Jews were to find a permanent home in that country. The settlers resisted the 
effort as an attempt to deprive them of their culture, which was all that 
remained to them of their former lives. The balance that was to be struck 
between assimilation to an Argentine standard and conservation of the Jewish 
heritage at once became a matter of bitter contention between colonists and 
administrators, who were at opposite ends of the haskalah experience. The 
emancipated Jews who set the standards imposed changes on the colonists in 
order to speed their acculturation. Had acculturation not taken place, collision 
with the larger society would have been inevitable.” But the colonists found 
the process exquisitely painful in the vacuum of the pampas, where they saw 
nothing of value to acculturate to. Absorption of the immigrants was retarded 
by the absence of social structures with the capacity to integrate them into 
the intellectual, economic, or patriotic life of the republic. 

In retrospect, it can be seen that the Jewish agricultural colonies acted as 
cultural decompression chambers, where European Jews underwent transmog- 
rification from European shtetl to Argentine city. In this sense, the JCA per- 
formed a function more properly exercised by government, but which the 
Argentine government had neglected to undertake. By the time the sons and 
daughters of the colonists emerged into city life, they were no longer frightened, 
insecure Jewish refugees who felt themselves to be at the mercy of assimilated 
administrators, murderous gauchos, and descendants of the Grand Inquisitor, 
but secure, acculturated Argentines of the Jewish persuasion. The generations 
of youngsters whom the colonists sent to the city appeared, not as exotic 
strangers, but as Spanish-speaking Argentines capable of participating in the 
national secular culture. The lodestone that brought the colonists—or, more 
pointedly, their children—to the city was the prospect of an education. 

Though the colonies have almost been emptied of their Jewish inhabitants, 
the mythology they generated and the presence of their descendants in national 
life are visible reminders that Jews participated in the building of the nation. 
The relatively high degree of integration of Jews into Argentine life is due in 
part to the fact that the colonies satisfied both tne Jewish and the Argentine 
belief that forging a nation is a job that must begin on the land. The colonies’ 
major contribution to the Argentine nation was the colonists themselves. 


Dominican Republic 


Mass settlement of Jews in agriculture is an idea that has manifested itself 
twice in Dominican history: in 1881 and again in 1939. The earlier plan came 
to naught, but it probably prepared the way for the later project, which did meet 
with some success. The closing decades of the nineteenth century witnessed a 
debate in the Dominican Republic on the value of European immigration that 
took place in terms that are by now familiar to us. Proimmigration forces 
controlled the government when the exodus of Russian Jews began in 1881. 
The former president, General Gregorio Luperén, approached the Alliance 
Israelite Universelle and the Barons Gustave and Edmond de Rothschild with 
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the proposition that some of them be resettled in the Dominican Republic. 
They would be received “with open arms. They will obtain land for farming 
purposes and secure citizenship.”*' While the Alliance delegated an agent to 
investigate the offer, the Dominican government prepared a list of Dominican 
personalities of Jewish descent who could inform the Alliance about conditions 
in that republic. The list is impressive, attesting to the acculturation of Sephardic 
settlers since the eighteenth century. It included the Dominican ambassadors 
in Paris and in the Low Countries; the consul general in Paris and in St. 
Thomas; the consul in Haiti; wealthy merchants in Paris and other European 
capitals.” Evidently, the death of the agent of the Alliance caused a break in 
negotiations, and the matter was dropped despite continued interest on the 
part of successive presidents of the Dominican Republic. 

The second project for mass resettlement of Jews was broached at the 
Evian Conference on Refugees, which assembled during the week of 6-15 
July 1938 at the initiative of Franklin D. Roosevelt. Only one government 
represented at the conference committed itself to admit Jewish refugees from 
Nazism. On behalf of General Rafael Trujillo, the representative of the Domini- 
can Republic offered to admit one hundred thousand Jews to his country.® 

In January 1940, an agreement was drawn up between the government of 
the Dominican Republic and the Dominican Republic Settlement Association 
of New York (pDorsa). On land donated by El Benefactor himself, DORSA was 
to settle Jewish farmers whom it would select as suitable candidates. The 
expenses incurred were to be underwritten by voluntary (in practice, Jewish) 
agencies and to be repaid by the settlers. A bill of rights guaranteeing freedom 
of religion was included in the contract.* 

The active partner in DORSA was Agro-Joint, a subsidiary of the Joint 
Distribution Committee. Founded in 1914, Joint was a relief and rehabilitation 
agency. It had no colonizing ideology (unlike Jca or the Zionist movement) 
but tried to help its clients overcome handicaps imposed by the objective 
conditions in which they found themselves. Where an agricultural solution 
was called for, Agro-Joint provided the social and technical framework for its 
realization. The organization and its administrator, Joseph E. Rosen, had cut 
their teeth in the Crimea, where they had offered technical assistance to Jews 
of the Soviet Union who were trying to establish themselves on the land. 

Having been granted quasi-diplomatic privileges by the Dominican govern- 
ment, DORSA representatives were able to visit European refugee camps to 
select “suitable” persons for the project. Just how this was accomplished is a 
matter of some controversy. Some maintain that any refugee was free to sign 
up at an office that was opened for this purpose in Switzerland. That so few 
chose to do so was due to their refusal to believe in the reality of Hitler’s final 
solution. There was nothing inherently attractive about going to farm some 
island in the tropics. Others maintain that DORSA recruiters knew that Switzer- 
land’s policy of barring most Jewish refugees from entering the country would 
automatically limit applicants, that they were indulging in social experimenta- 
tion and were more eager for their project to succeed than they were interested 
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in saving human lives. Their insistence on imposing high standards of health 
and capacity for physical labor resulted in the rejection of candidates at a time 
when rejection was tantamount to a death sentence. Wherever the truth lies, 
it is clear that the project early acquired an aura of social experimentation. 

Eventually, several hundred suitable persons were selected and Dominican 
visas issued to them upon the posting of a $500 bond in New York against the 
likelihood of each one becoming a public charge. The first contingent of settlers 
was to consist of five hundred families, but the total population of the colony 
never reached that number. The first settlers reached the hacienda at Sosua 
two years after conclusion of the Evian Conference. They were mostly German 
and Austrian and included substantially more men than women. The majority 
were of urban background; their sound physiques and clear complexions had 
enabled them to gamble on another chance at life. 

The settlers were endowed individually with two hectares of land apiece, 
a house, a horse or mule, two cows, furniture, tools, and $500 credit. This was 
all to be repaid on terms; as with Jc, the project was designed as rehabilitation, 


German Jewish dairymen of Sosua introduced pasteurized milk and cheese to 
the Dominican Republic. Some of these dairies are still producing and market- 
ing their products on the island. 
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not charity. Each settler was required to work his own farm: no Dominican 
labor was to be hired. As DorsA Director Rosen said: “We did not bring 
refugees here to add more white landowners to exploit the peons.” This proletar- 
ian sentiment, imported by Rosen from his experience in the Crimea, con- 
demned the settlers to life as minifundistas. In this status, they joined the 
approximately 85 percent of Dominican farmers who were in this same cate- 
gory.” The Jewish immigrants, however, unlike their Dominican neighbors, 
were not bound to the soil by ties of kinship, debt peonage, and all the other 
social arrangements that keep the peon in his place and make the latifundia- 
minifundia complex so difficult to break. The result was that most of the 
homesteaders drifted away from their farms to the cities, where they lived as 
clients of the Joint. 

Disintegration of Sosua was accelerated by the rigid ideological strictures 
of the administrators. Quite early in the project, Rosen had decided to limit 
the total number of colonists to five hundred, since his experiment could be 
worked out on a small as well as on a large scale. Thus there were few arrivals 
to balance departures. The problem of settlement pattern that had plagued 
JCA was resolved in favor of scattering the farm plots to prevent urban cluster- 
ing. This exacerbated the settlers’ poignant sense of abandonment. Having just 
undergone traumatic experiences in Europe, they were not to have the solace 
of one another’s company. Compounding the problem was the severe gender 
imbalance. Unmarried men preponderated among the settlers, and those who 
were unable to form families provided a continually destabilizing element; in 
1942, Rosen evicted fifty “malcontents”—mostly young men in their productive 
years. The administration’s mania for social experimentation extended to setting 
up cooperative work groups, each of which included one woman to do the 
laundry, but provision for marriage and the founding of families was beyond 
them. 

Although the Yiddish press of New York was apprehensive over Sosua, 
dependent as it was on the beneficence of the dictator, Trujillo kept faith with 
the colony. To the closing years of his reign, E] Benefactor continued making 
friendly gestures toward Jews. He donated $60,000 toward construction of a 
synagogue in the capital and issued a postage stamp honoring Sosua. It bore 
the legend “Sosua, R.D., Primera colonia de refugiados en América.” 

porsa later claimed to have saved thousands of Jewish lives, but it is 
probable that no more than 800 refugees passed through the colony; perhaps 
another 3,000 obtained Dominican visas on the strength of the colony but 
never actually settled there. The largest number of settlers at any one time 
was to be found in 1943, when 476 Jews occupied Sosua. These mostly German 
and Austrian Jews had been well assimilated in their former homelands. In 
the Dominican countryside, however, there was no one for them to assimilate 
to. The landed aristocracy were beyond their reach, the campesinos close but 
trammeled by social and religious custom. Some Jewish settlers married local 
women, with conversions running both ways. The warm community life they 
continue to enjoy on the island has been captured on videotape.” But those 
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who were primarily concerned with maintaining their Jewish identity left the 
island when the war ended. It is notable that persons who passed through the 
Sosua colony still recall the experience with nostalgia long after having emi- 
grated to the United States. For many years they maintained a social club that 
held periodic reunions on the island. 

Life at Sosua stabilized on an agricultural base after DORSA was dissolved. 
With the limit on the size of landholdings removed, the remaining families 
went into dairy farming. The Sosua cooperative markets milk and cheese 
throughout the island. Descendants of the Jewish farmers of Sousa bid fair to 
contribute to the republic’s variegated ethnic makeup, along with descendants 
of the original Sephardim of Curagao, long since assimilated. 


Bolivia 


Jewish agricultural settlement in Bolivia was an accident of World War II, 
unpremeditated by the Bolivian government, Jewish rescue organizations, or 
the immigrants themselves. As a measure to settle farmers on the land, it was 
a total failure. But several thousand refugees owe their lives to their willingness 
to pose as farmers and to the venality of Bolivian officials who sold them visas 
under this guise, bearing out Sholom Aleichem’s wry observation concerning 
the beneficence of corruption. 

In 1937, there were some 250 Russian, Polish, and Sephardic Jews in 
Bolivia. About 100 of these lived in La Paz, 50 or so in Sucre, and the rest 
were scattered in the vicinity of the tin mines. For the most part, they were 
merchants, fulfilling a function that highly stratified, not to say feudal, societies 
have traditionally proffered to Jews. In the ensuing years, possibly 5,000 Ger- 
man Jews entered Bolivia. Some estimates place the number of arrivals as high 
as 15,000, with the number of departures not far behind. In May of 1939 
alone, with the lights going out all over Europe, 3,000 Jews entered Bolivia, 
most on counterfeit documents. 

For the refugees, Bolivia was a transit stop on the way to Argentina, the 
United States, or any other country that would admit them. Many of those 
with documents had been issued agricultural visas, which carried the ‘obligation 
to settle in that occupation. But lacking the means to buy land or the know- 
how to place it under cultivation, they were thrown on the charity of local 
Jews. Accumulating in the cities, the refugees attracted the critical attention 
of the press. Tension was heightened by the existence of considerable pro- 
Nazi sentiment within the Bolivian German community, all in the context of 
the contemporary possibility of a German victory in the war. 

On 6 May 1940, the Bolivian government forbade issuance of visas to 
“persons of Semitic origin,” thus bringing legal Jewish immigration to an end.” 
In the same month, the Sociedad Colonizadora de Bolivia (soCcOBO) was 
founded for the purpose of colonizing Bolivia on a nonsectarian basis. The 
initiative in this venture was taken by the tin magnate Mauricio Hochschild, 
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who subscribed half the capital of $200,000.* The remaining two quarters 
were subscribed by the Refugee Economic Corporation and Agro-Joint. 

The new Jewish agricultural colony was established at Buena Tierra, sixty- 
two miles from La Paz in the province of North Yungas.* The site comprised 
one thousand hectares, of which just four hundred could be cultivated, the 
remainder being a water reserve. Located at an altitude of four thousand feet 
in hilly terrain, the land could be worked only by relatively primitive methods. 
Isolated by the treacherous condition of the roads, the journey to La Paz took 
from three to nine hours, depending on the weather. Plans were made to grow 
cocoa, coffee, peanuts, bananas, corn, sugarcane, oranges, tangerines, lemons, 
limes, pineapples, and lumber. In 1940, a start was made in cutting timber 
and dropping it by chute down the mountainside to the river. An observer 
visiting the site believed that there could be from 75 to 100 colonists on the 
land by the end of the year and that ultimately the colony could absorb 250 
families permanently. 

This evaluation proved overly enthusiastic. Three years later, the colony 
reached its peak with just 42 families and a fluctuating number of single men. 
At times, more than half the labor force (61 out of 112 adults aged 16 to 50) 
were women unaccustomed to manual labor. With the help of an administrator 
and local campesinos hired by socoso, the colonists brought 243.85 hectares 
of land under cultivation and had another 95 hectares in reclamation projects 
by 1944. In addition, they had built some fifty houses and a thirteen-kilometer 
road connecting Buena Tierra with the town of Coroico. The same report 
notes that Agro-Joint had expended a total of $338,150 on this project as of 
June 1945. Despite the optimistic tone of the report, as of that date there 
were just 50 persons remaining in the settlement. By the end of the following 
year, all but a few had left, helped on their way by a bonus of $175 per family 
paid out by Agro-Joint. The experiment had lasted just six years. The remaining 
infrastructure and crops were turned over to the local population as a result 
of the agrarian reform law of 1953.” 

The obstacles to absorption of Jewish immigrants into Bolivia were the 
small farms allotted them, the lack of roads and transportation, the difficulty 
of acclimatizing to the weather and altitude, and a generalized feeling of 
insecurity. Bolivia at this date was a prime example of the latifundia-minifundia 
complex. In 1950, 59.3 percent of farmers owned just 0.2 percent of the 
farmland; 3.8 percent of the population held 81.8 percent of farmland in 
holdings of 2,500 hectares and more." Joint’s estimate that 250 Jewish families 
could be settled on 400 arable hectares would become reality only if the 
immigrants adopted the standard of living of the highland Indian, one of the 
most depressed in the world. 

In general, conditions within the country as a whole failed to satisfy the 
needs that had driven the refugees there. The primary impulse had been flight 
for survival, and the refugees selected Bolivia in preference to the concentration 
camp. But they found the Bolivian political atmosphere less than reassuring. 
In 1942, Congress debated an immigration bill that would have excluded 
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“Orientals, Negroes and Jews” from the country. In the course of congressional 
debate, Deputy Hernan Siles Suazo, representing the Movimiento Nacional 
Revolucionario (MNR), declared that Semitic immigrants “laugh at their obliga- 
tions and are convinced of the impossibility of throwing them out because 
there is no country which would resign itself to support them.”” The bill was 
never taken up in the Senate and so failed to become law. But its debate, 
together with the anti-Semitic tone of accompanying newspaper reports, had 
an impact on the immigrants, who had actually felt safer under the reactionary 
regime of Gualberto Villaroel. According to a Joint representative, “The expla- 
nation of this paradox is that the government of Villaroel had to justify before 
the world its democratic conditions, which is no need of the Herzog govern- 
ment, which originates in a union of left-wing parties.” The same observer 
ascribed the desire of Jews to reemigrate to two reasons: the difficult climate 
and anti-Semitism. “[Recently] there was issued a decree by the Supreme 
Government ordering an investigation of the books of ‘semitic’ merchants who 
had entered the country since 1938. .. . It can also be noticed that there is an 
intensive anti-Semitic propaganda in the press and radio, without any attempts 
being made to curb it.”* 

The Bolivian revolution of 1952 brought to power the MNR, a radical 
grouping of mixed leftist and fascist components. Whatever the meaning of 
the MNR for the native-born, its hegemony could only intensify feelings of 
insecurity among the Jews in Bolivia, who identified it as the party that had 
sponsored the excluding legislation a decade earlier and countenanced anti- 
Semitic propaganda in its party press. In conditions of such uncertainty, it is 
not surprising that the pioneers of Buena Tierra did not feel the strong sense 
of identification with the country that would have sustained the necessarily 
long period of hardship required to root themselves in the land. In Bolivia, 
which is itself isolated from the rest of the world and where Jews were therefore 
in a very exposed position, the rural isolation that Argentine and Dominican 
settlers had found insufferable was intensified beyond endurance. The difficult- 
ies of relating to Argentine gauchos and Dominican campesinos were naught 
before the enigma presented to them by Aymara culture. 

In the 1950s, Bolivians were beginning to confront the issue of their own 
ethnic identity. The majority Native American population, passive tenants of 
the countryside since the suppression of their rebellions in the colonial period, 
were emerging to make legitimate demands upon the national polity. The 
miners, foundation of the country’s wealth, emerged as a political force; the 
tin mines were expropriated and nationalized. Social forces let loose by the 
revolution of 1952 swallowed up the minor conundrum posed by the accultura- 
tion and absorption of a tiny number of displaced urban European Jewish 
immigrants into the Bolivian ‘agricultural sector. Bolivia had become involved 
with Jewish immigration only by chance, through the venality of its consular 
officials. Jews had come to Bolivia accidentally and because they had no alterna- 
tive. Neither party was prepared to cope with the problems that resulted. 

The departure of colonists to the city was followed by the departure of 
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most from the country as a whole. In 1987, the Jewish community counted 
480 Jews in Bolivia, a 50 percent reduction from the figure reported in 1975. 
Two-thirds of Bolivian Jews live in La Paz, with smaller numbers in Cocha- 
bamba, Santa Cruz, Tarija, and Sucre. Most are in commerce and trade, but 
some have entered the cultural life of the nation as musicians, artists, and 
promoters of athletic teams. These individuals have successfully acculturated, 
gaining acceptance from the larger society in ways that confute earlier fears 
of inbred anti-Semitism. La Paz—born violinist Jaime Laredo has been declared 
“a national treasure”; there has been a Jewish dean of the Faculty of Mining 
Engineering; and many participants in international conferences will have met 
the Bolivian publisher and book dealer Werner Guttentag, a major presence 
on the national cultural scene. 


An Appraisal of the Agricultural Colonies 


All the Jewish colonization ventures had their origin in the calamitous uprooting 
of Jewish populations in Europe and North Africa, events that occurred far 
from Latin America and that were not the responsibility of any of the nations 
of that continent. Jewish farmers were well received in countries that welcomed 
heterogeneous immigration, but were trammeled by legislative and administra- 
tive rules and occasionally faced insuperable natural obstacles. 

There was no prima facie reason for Jewish farmers to prefer Latin Ameri- 
can countries of destination as opposed to such areas as Canada, the United 
States, or Palestine. Their involvement with the Latin American countryside 
was fortuitous in that these countries, at pivotal points in Jewish history, 
presented the prospect of available land combined with comparative religious 
toleration. But the ability to acquire land suitable for farming turned out to 
be circumscribed by existing patterns of landholding. Moreover, the advantage 
of the prospect was relative to other choices available and could not always 
be assessed accurately from a distance. 

Those nations that became host to Jewish agriculturists did so because they 
had adopted as an element of national policy the recruiting of European 
farmers. Many of the Jewish colonists were trying to become farmers, either 
for reasons of idealism or to escape persecution, or both. Inevitably, the expecta- 
tions of the parties failed to mesh, leaving the immigrants open to the charge 
that they had beguiled their hosts. Much, however, depended upon the flexibil- 
ity of the host societies in accommodating immigrants. Negligent policies of 
the Argentine government allowed destruction of the agricultural sector and 
led most immigrants to relocate in the city; it is equally important to note that 
Argentine social and economic structures were flexible enough to accommodate 
immigrants within an urban setting. This was due to the fact that the country 
was absorbing so many immigrants of different races and nationalities that its 
nature inevitably had to change. In Bolivia, traditional social patterns and a 
wide ethnic gulf discouraged most European immigrants from trying to fit into 
national society. 
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The primary motivation of the colonists was physical security, or, more 
precisely, a desire to be exposed only to those hazards that are the common 
lot of humankind. They stayed on (whether as farmers or not) in countries 
where their physical survival as human beings and as Jews seemed assured 
(Argentina), but the majority abandoned places where they felt humanly inse- 
cure (Bolivia) or unable to continue living as Jews (the Dominican Republic). 

All the agricultural experiments attempted to settle Jews on minifundia. 
This canie about for a variety of reasons: the necessity to settle in groups under 
the aegis of a patron organization; limits on the finances of these organizations; 
preconceptions about the size of family farms drawn from experience in Europe; 
and an ideological bias against having Jews enter the Latin American agricultural 
scene as landlords. That the colonists were unable to produce efficiently as 
minifundistas should have come as no suprise, given previous experience con- 
cerning the disutility of small farms in Latin America. Today Jewish farmers, 
dairymen, and cattle ranchers exist in Argentina and the Dominican Republic. 
This development came about through the purchase by successful settlers of 
land belonging to colonists who failed and left for the city. The process was 
particularly notable among Germans, some of whom invested reparations pay- 
ments from the West German government in land and equipment. Other 
estates have been bought by previously urban Jewish families for reasons of 
status. Jewish farmers and ranchers survive just as do non-Jewish latifundistas. 

The roles of Jca, DORSA, and SOCOBO are traditionally the most controversial 
elements in accounts of Jewish agricultural settlement in Latin America. Many 
administrators were autocratic and heavy-handed, arousing the resentment of 
those who were struggling with the land. Yet even critics of these agencies 
concede that colonization could not have been attempted without them. Criti- 
cism of the agencies as inept, overly paternalistic, shortsighted, and so on are 
apt but beside the point. They filled a function that the local economic and 
social scenes required. These international Jewish rescue organizations became 
the patrén, that pivotal figure of the Latin American countryside, and criticism 
of the patrén might better be directed against the system that makes a patr6n 
indispensable. The organizations loomed as large as they did in the lives of the 
Jewish immigrants because they provided essential services that were not 
available from any other source. 

The accidental meeting of Jewish need with Latin American ambience 
found host governments unequipped to deal with ensuing problems in social 
welfare. Only Jewish organizations stood ready to fill the gap. These organiza- 
tions were global in scope, nongovernmental in nature, Jewish in orientation, 
and not indigenous to the countries in which they operated. They were not 
responsive to foreign governments. In view of the oft-expressed fear that 
immigrants might import and retain their old national loyalties and mount a 
threat to the nationality of their host state, it may be said that Jews were the 
only immigrants to arrive in Latin America unburdened by ties of allegiance 
to a foreign government. But the agencies’ lack of understanding of the local 
scene caused innumerable problems, which were widely aired in the press. 
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Although their sole concern was the integration of their charges into the country 
of their settlement, their motivation was not entirely clear. Avni concludes that 
the financial strength of the JCA was used, not to promote large-scale absorption 
of spontaneous Jewish immigration to Argentina, but to prevent the emergence 
of a rebellious urban proletariat liable to spoil the image of the colonization 
venture in the eyes of Argentine authorities.” He summarizes the ambiguous 
legacy of JCA in this way: 


From the outset, Jewish colonization had developed on the outskirts of 
the cultivated areas, redeeming many thousands of hectares of virgin 
land. The Jca, unlike the vast majority of settlement companies seeking 
to make a profit, devoted itself entirely to promoting small-scale farm- 
ing—just as the patricians had envisaged. In this respect, the JCA was 
much more consistent than was the Argentine government, which made 
no effort to prevent centralized landownership or the decline of produc- 
tion in the few colonies it had established in the early days of its 
immigration policy. Against the general backdrop of extensive, exploita- 
tive farming, the Jewish colonies stood out in their efforts to diversify, 
introduce new crops, and, above all, create an intensive, multi-branched 
enterprise in which breeding and dairy farming could be pursued along- 
side agriculture. This did not escape the notice of the government. 
Both the head of the Research and Statistics Department of the Ministry 
of Agriculture and an agronomist employed by the department depicted 
the Jewish colonies in Santa Fe as worthy of emulation. Provincial 
and federal leaders who visited the colonies publicly expressed their 
admiration; yet it was the infighting and scandals in the colonies, which 
reached the courts in Buenos Aires, that most caught the public eye. 
The Jca was presented as an oppressor, and its “foreign character” as 
a company managed by Jewish bankers overseas received greater cover- 
age than did its philanthropic and productive work.* 


There were severe limitations on what the Jewish patrén organizations 
could accomplish. In no instance did appreciable numbers of Jewish farmers 
remain on the land. None of the organizations succeeded in attracting large 
numbers of immigrants relative to the number who were seeking an immigra- 
tion outlet; none succeeded in establishing permanent, viable Jewish colonies; 
and in the case of the Dominican Republic and Bolivia, the most they could 
do was to process immigrants in and out of the country in orderly fashion. 
Ideology appears not to have been a factor in success or failure. Colonies 
withered whether founded by idealists of the 1890s or refugees of the 1930s. 

There were structural barriers to integration that immigrants, Jew or non- 
Jew, could not overcome without the active collaboration of governments. This 
collaboration, in the form of revision of patterns of land tenure, provision of 
schooling, and extension of the infrastructure through the countryside, was not 
forthcoming. Isolation made the Latin American agricultural sector no more 
promising for Jewish immigrants than it was for native-born Catholics, who 
likewise abandoned the countryside in droves. The passion of urban European 
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Jews to fling themselves upon the soil was misspent in resisting entanglement 
with conditions that antedated their arrival on the continent and over which 
they could exert no influence. These were, of course, the same entanglements 
that wasted the energies of native-born campesinos in their struggles with the 
landowners. To take the point a step further, they were the social arrangements 
that had created the campesino rather than the yeoman farmer. 

The desire to normalize the Jewish condition by return to the soil can be 
seen in retrospect to have been romantic. The yearning for a life of rustic 
simplicity was a reaction against the brutalities meted out to Jews in the cities 
and towns of Europe. It was not a reasoned rejection of the modern world as 
a whole. The movement for autoemancipation through agricultural toil took 
hold in an age when all over the world the agricultural sector was yielding up 
its labor force to the demands and challenges of industrialization. Jewish farm- 
ers, in abandoning the land, were bringing to a close the epoch of belief in 
the possibility of autoemancipation through self-labor, an idea rooted in the 
age of Maxim Gorky and Leon Pinsker. This is why the shift of so small a 
number of persons out of farming and into city life—a shift that millions of 
people around the globe have made during the past hundred years—attracted 
so much attention from diagnosticians of the Jewish condition. It was the death 
of the dream, not the death of the colonies, that mattered. The impact of this 
death was felt the more directly as Jewish farmers of Latin America abandoned 
their farms within the context of societies whose rural and urban sectors are 
among the most polarized in the world. Thus, their abandonment of rural life 
was visible, abrupt, and irreversible. 

The ending does not negate the beginning. As European Jewry entered 
the Holocaust Kingdom, each individual who found his or her way to the 
Dominican Republic or to Bolivia represented a triumph. Jewish farmers of 
Argentina (and the paradigm will serve Brazil and Uruguay as well) found not 
only secure homes, but also time and space in which to orient themselves to 
their new environment linguistically, ecologically, and behaviorally. They gained 
a breathing space before returning to the modern world or sending their 
children out into it. The colonies, which may at first have seemed impoverished 
replicas of European Jewish life, eventually nationalized the immigrants, turn- 
ing them into citizens of the country of their adoption—where existing social 
systems were flexible enough to receive them. In this sense, they were a success 
perhaps especially when—their inhabitants abandoned the farm 


even when 
for the city. 


CHAPTER 6 


The Economics of Jewish 
Life in Latin America 


Doblemente cara al almuerzo la cuchara. 
A spoon is twice as dear at lunchtime. 


—Anon. 


“HACER LA AMERICA” was the expression immigrants of all origins used to 
describe their struggle to force their new homelands to yield them the means 
of survival. Strategies the immigrants employed to “make America” varied 
from one country to the next and from one time period to another, but the 
reciprocal nature of their adaptation was crucial. What were the immigrants 
equipped to do? What gaps in the local economies permitted them to earn 
their living? 

From the 1890s on, Jews entered the Latin American economies as peddlers, 
artisans, and workers in cottage industry. The peddler, typical figure at the 
turn of the century, was often perceived by local residents, together with his 
Syrian and Lebanese Christian and Muslim countrymen, as a turco.' Over the 
course of time, the peddler was increasingly supplemented by the artisan and, 
particularly after the arrival of German immigrants, by the owner-worker in 
cottage industry. The marginality of these occupations meant that breadwinners 
were frequently forced to shift from one to another, with displaced artisans 
becoming peddlers, peddlers saving up their money to buy machines to produce 
the goods they sold, and cottage workers peddling their products door-to-door. 


Peddling 


Packs on their backs and account books in their pockets, Jewish peddlers 
(cuentaniks) trudged the streets of major cities and provincial towns, selling 
small portable items of mass consumption such as matches, scissors, sandals, 
razor blades, religious articles, tableware, jewelry, and cloth. They sold their 
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wares for a small down payment and an agreement that the customer pay 
weekly installments. Thereafter the peddler returned weekly to collect on his 
debts and to sell more goods. Because of the risk involved in extending credit 
without collateral, the peddlers took a high profit margin—probably 100 percent 
of the value of the goods. If they were lucky and the number of bad debts 
was small, they could save up enough money to establish themselves in a fixed 
place of business and perhaps hire newer immigrants to go out and peddle for 
them. If they were unlucky, they lost their investment. Initial parcels of goods 
for peddling were usually acquired on loan from some peddler who was already 
well enough established to be able to spare some. In addition, small loans were 
customarily made available without interest by the mutual aid societies that 
were among the first organizations to be established by the immigrants. 

Successful cuentaniks graduated to the status of ‘clientelchiks, spending 
their time on accounts collection and hiring more recent immigrants to serve 
as their klappers, or (door-) knockers. Klappers who worked their way up to 
become full-fledged cuentaniks often used this vantage point to buy a stall in 
the marketplace; from that point, the aspiration was to buy a respectable store. 

Peddling is by its nature a solitary occupation. There was no central adminis- 
tration to keep records of what was going on, but contemporary writers observe 
that “90 percent of the Jews here are peddlers,” or “most of the Jewish immi- 
grants started as peddlers.” An abundance of autobiographies, newspaper ac- 
counts, and novels and short stories persuade us that peddling was the 
accommodation Jewish immigrants typically made to the Latin American scene, 
at least between the years 1880 and 1939. Their choice of occupation was 
dictated by two sets of factors: one internal—the heritage of skills and attitudes 
the immigrants had brought with them; the other external—the economic and 
social structures they found in their new homelands. As one former peddler 
wrote: 


Perhaps a Colombian would want to ask how and why we entered 
national life the way we did. The truth is that we have arrived at being 
a very old people, enduring and experienced, because of our ability to 
orient ourselves in life; and that we have been forced by very difficult 
circumstances to invent ingeniously or else perish. . . . Our old activities, 
our property, our customs, had been left behind ._ {and so] we had 
to learn a new modus vivendi. We went out on God's streets, loaded 
down with merchandise, in an epoch when Colombia produced very 
little of her own; and we offered it on the installment plan, house by 
house, receiving in exchange, and by virtue of private contract, our 
daily bread” 


The internal factors that enabled Jews to enter peddling were their familiar- 
ity with commerce, their literacy (which made it possible to keep accounts), 
and their extreme poverty (which prepared them psychologically to undertake 
the most arduous work). The external factors were to be found in the gap 
between production and distribution of consumer goods that characterized the 
continent during the years of heaviest migration, the absence of consumer 
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The Jewish peddler and his young assistant became familiar figures in urban 
neighborhoods and in provincial towns. They sold on the installment plan any- 
thing that households needed, provided they could carry it. 


credit, and the consequent exclusion of masses of people from the market for 
consumer goods. 

The interaction of these factors can be observed in every country in Latin 
America. In Argentina, for example, the formation of economic policy was 
dominated by the interests of wheat and beef producers throughout the nine- 
teenth century. In conjunction with the import-export houses and representa- 
tives of foreign firms, these interests favored low tariffs and a free field for 
the importation of foreign goods. These goods, because of their foreign origin 
and the lack of domestic competition, were priced at luxury levels that, in 
combination with the practice of Argentine merchants of dealing in small 
volume at high profit margins, resulted in extremely high prices. Because 
all sales were made in cash, many people simply could not buy ordinary 
consumer goods. 

Jewish immigrants to Argentina, fresh from the cities and towns of Europe 
and already experienced in petty trade, were quick to perceive the opportunity 
that this uneven system of distribution left open for them. The introduction 
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of credit was risky, as the poor had no collateral; but the immigrants were 
literate and market-wise and able to contain the risk. In the absence of other 
employment opportunities, large numbers of Jews entered peddling and petty 
trade.’ The goal of every peddler was to accumulate enough savings to buy a 
fixed place of business and to get off the road. Some, with stamina, perspicacity, 
and luck, managed to do so. Their life stories generated a rags-to-riches mys- 
tique about the itinerant figure of the peddler. But success was by no means 
universal, and the peddlers were subjected to considerable personal harass- 
ment. Conditions in the 1920s were described in Havaner Lebn: 


When the situation in Poland forced Jews out into the world, Central 
America got her portion too. The Jews found there a great field for 
work and also the sympathy of the inhabitants. The latter spent their 
days in the bar and their nights with their mistresses, and they were 
astonished at these Jewish immigrants who were willing to undertake 
all kinds of work. Benefiting from their new social freedom, the Jews 
established nice communities in all five countries of Central America. 

But suddenly three years ago, things changed. The established mer- 
chant saw danger in the Jewish peddler who drew clients away from 
him. Patriots couldn’t stand seeing Jews who had come here naked and 
barefoot and who were in a short time able to save money. The Jews 
of Guatemala got the first blow, when that country forbade peddling. 
Many Jews lost their money and had to leave the country, at a time 
when there was nowhere else to go. 

Even worse happened in El Salvador, where the mob was roused 
by charges that the Jews were Bolsheviks and had come to root out 
Christianity. Some Jews were killed, and the community went through 
tragic days.’ 


Sephardim and Ashkenazim alike began their new lives as peddlers, Ladino 
speakers being aided in their penetration of the market by their knowledge of 
the language. Turkish, Syrian, and Lebanese Jews entering Uruguay at the 
start of the century followed this trade, and so did the East Europeans who 
followed in the 1920s.’ Jewish commerce imparted a foreign look to parts of 
cities. “Rua de Alfandega, the street of Jewish merchants in Rio de Janeiro, is 
full of narrow, crowded shops standing cheek by jowl, just as in Warsaw.” writes 
a correspondent of Havaner Lebn in 1935. 


Most of these merchants came as shoemakers, tailors, or teachers; but 
arriving without means, they could not set themselves up in their trade. 
But one could begin as a Klapper, with merchandise taken on credit. . . . 
You struggle to set up a territory with regular customers . . . the sun is 
fierce and sweat eats up your clothes . . . but the climate holds up the 
market for cloth. 

When the klapper has put together a few hundred customers, he 
becomes preoccupied with collecting installments on his captial, which 
is entirely tied up in the customers. He seldom goes out with his 
pack any more; now he is a clientelchik. Ninety percent of the Jewish 
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population of Brazil, and more than half of Jews in other South American 
countries, are occupied in this trade.* 


“Peddling was the prototype of both Jewish and Syrian-Lebanese economic 
integration in Brazil,” where the peddlers, known popularly as mascates, sup- 
plied household and dry goods to workers on the coffee plantations as well as 
to poor urban dwellers.’ 

Competitors for the worker's paycheck naturally complained. In Chile, as 
in many other areas, a high rate of alcoholism prevailed among the working 
class. The factory worker customarily stopped in at the tavern on his way 
home, often leaving a good part of his paycheck there. When the peddler 
caught the worker at the factory gate and wrested his money from him, he 
antagonized the tavern owners, who were quick to spread stories about Jewish 
usury. Peddlers were often accused by shopowners of robbing the poor, to 
which the peddler replied, “A lefl is tyer tum essen” (a spoon is dear when it 
comes time to eat). No existing sector of the business community had previously 
provided items of common household use to the large mass of the population 
that had not enough cash to enter a real store. The peddler appeared at the 
housewife’s door with the items she needed, when she needed them. The 
provision of credit meant that, for a few cents down, many a family could eat 
with table utensils for the first time in their lives.° 

Two-thirds of the Jewish immigrants who entered Mexico during the peak 
immigration years 1924-29 and who had been gainfully employed in their 
countries of origin had been merchants and traders. These were Polish Jews 
who were being systematically extruded from their economic positions by the 
ethnic Poles, as well as declassed members of the Jewish petite bourgeoisie 
who took advantage of a temporary relaxation in the law to leave the Soviet 
Union. These merchants, small manufacturers, and independent artisans 
brought along their skills and experience; having been expropriated in their 
home countries, they arrived paupers. The B'nai B'rith Organization of the 
United States opened offices in Mexico City and Vera Cruz to supply such 
social services to the immigrants as finding jobs, housing, schooling, providing 
legal aid, teaching Spanish, and granting loans—all services the Mexican gov- 
ernment itself took no interest in providing.” 

In almost any terms in which the immigrants could be described—socially, 
psychologically, financially—they were not prepared to join the Mexican indus- 
trial scene as it then existed. Mexico's industry in the 1920s and 1930s was 
concentrated in oil wells and metal mining. To join the owning class required 
vast amounts of capital which the immigrants did not have. They could not 
join the industrial proletariat because as foreigners they were excluded from 
the labor unions, which were as much cofradias as unions; and most companies 
ran a closed shop. In existing small and medium-size industries of an urban 
type, such as textiles and clothing, workers were extremely ill paid and kept 
ina dependent relationship to both boss and labor leaders, which went down 
ill with these once-independent storekeepers and tradesmen. 
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To fit into his new homeland, the Jewish immigrant had to continue along 
the lines of his previous career as an independent businessman. For this, 
conditions in Mexico were propitious because the economy contained gaps the 
newcomers were qualified to fill. The same conditions that prevented formation 
of a Jewish proletariat encouraged formation of a Jewish merchant class." But 
lacking capital to become a merchant, the Jew had first to become a peddler. 

Most male immigrants to Peru were peddlers until government prohibited 
that activity in 1939. Even mountainous Bolivia was tackled by the intrepid 
peddler. In 1940, a Joint representative to Bolivia wrote: 


In Bolivia you see the Eastern Jew who does not attend courses to learn 
Spanish, but who speaks the dialect of the Indios. They appear in the 
most outlying villages, where hardly any Europeans have ever been, 
and manage to eke out an existence, sleeping in their wagons under 
the stars. Hardly a German immigrant has dared or would dare to do 
this. ... Without wishing to be critical, but to complete the picture, I 
must say that the first care of each German is to get an apartment. As 
far as the German is concerned, an apartment must have a bath.”" 


Peddling was the chief means of support for newly arrived Jews in Havana 
until the police began arresting them for blocking traffic in 1928. The hostility 
of established shopkeepers, who continued to be comfortable with the privileges 
the crown had endowed them with four centuries earlier, resulted in the raising 
of the fee for a peddler’s license from the equivalent of $6.25 to $125.00 per 
year. These peddlers seem to have been more militant than their coreligionists 
elsewhere, for they formed a Shutzfarain far Peddler (Peddlers’ Protective 
League) and succeeded in having the sum reduced. But despite this success, 
the Farain soon dissolved because its members either bought fixed places of 
business or went into cottage industry.'* A correspondent of Havaner Lebn 
recalls those days: 


When we first came to Cuba, we were mistaken for Germans, and 
since we didn’t know the language well enough to explain, we kept that 
name. Besides, it might be better not to say we were Jews, or the 
grandchildren of the Grand Inquisitor would have our bones. Those 
were happy days, for we were on our way to America. Our career: 
writer (for relief). Those who had no one to write to for assistance 
became peddlers. ... Every ship brought 600-800 Jews and they all 
became peddlers. We lived twenty or thirty families to a house, and 
candle-lighting on the Sabbath gave out that we were Jews. But where 
were our horns? Incredible! Then Eskimo Pie hit Cuba, and we all 
caried ice boxes around Havana resting on our stomachs, bound with 
a cord to our shoulders. Since the name “German” had by now worn 
out, the Cubans began calling us “Eskimo Pie.” 


The change in status was jolting to many. Among the peddlers were men 
who had been skilled craftsmen but who, for lack of capital, were forced out 
onto the street. There were numbers of learned men from Polish religious 


The Economics of Jewish Life 137 


academies, accustomed to a life in which the respect accorded them by the 
community compensated for their poverty. There was no demand whatever for 
their knowledge now, and they were particularly demoralized by the indignity of 
their new way of life. Severe personal disorientation was a common problem. 
The Cuban Yiddish press abounded in stories of Jewish peddlers enticed by 
fishermen and “taken for a ride” in the shark-infested waters surrounding the 
island. A story poignantly titled “Oif Nort” (In the North) portrays a young 
man arriving in Chile with a bundle of borrowed neckties to begin his career 
as a Klapper. Freezing to death on that “northern” coast, he is terror-stricken 
by a display of aurora australis.'* Disjoined from the ecology, ignorant of 
language and customs, isolated from all that was formerly familiar, the immi- 
grant while still in a high state of confusion had to set about earning his living. 
This was the meaning of “making America.” 

Female peddlers and marketwomen were common enough to become the 
subject of newspaper caricatures and stories. But prostitution was the feminine 
counterpart of peddling, as women with no tangible resources supported 
themselves by selling the only product they had and that the public desired. 
These working-class women suffered the same downward pressures as men 


“Passerby, if on our 
street one morning you 
should come across a 
very pale woman: it is 
my mother... .” Frag- 
ment of a poem by 
Isroel Ashendorf, 

b. 1909, Melnitze, Galit- 
zia, d. 1956, Buenos 
Aires, Argentina. 
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and ended up on the streets or in brothels. Like peddling, prostitution came 
to an end in the 1930s, as governments ceased to tolerate it and as improved 
economic conditions presented women with better alternatives. No identifiable 
Jewish women prostitutes turned up in the 1960 census. 


Artisans and Proletarians 


In Argentina, whose Italian and Spanish immigrants came for the most part 
from agricultural backgrounds, proportionately more Jews than non-Jews ar- 
rived as skilled craftsmen. Jewish immigrants were qualified garment workers, 
carpenters, and furniture makers.’ They were also tin and sheet-metal workers, 
jewelers, watchmakers, masons, coopers, shoemakers, capmakers, and bakers— 
all skills that could be utilized by an industrializing economy. 

In addition to those who arrived with marketable skills, there were others 
whose skills were not so transferable. Clerks were hampered by their lack of 
knowledge of Spanish. Students excluded from Russian universities when quo- 
tas were imposed were not qualified for any kind of work. Underground 
conspirators against the czar, exiled in the bloody reaction that followed failure 
of the revolution of 1905, had no peacetime trade, but they had to learn one 
in short order. As Wald writes, “They had escaped from prison, from Siberia, 
or from the gallows. If they weren’t proletarian before, they were now, either 
from need or from ideology. Their proletarianization took place in Argentina.”'° 
Buenos Aires of the period offered hundreds of jobs that were peripheral to 
the industrial process, such as tram conductor, hygiene inspector, and layer of 
electrical cable. Jewish immigrants found work with relative ease in the larger 
cities. Some went out as hired hands to the JCA colonies at harvest time or 
worked for Jewish furniture manufacturers in Cordoba, where their desire to 
work in a Jewish environment (thus, not required to work on the Sabbath) 
sometimes laid them open to grosser exploitation than in factories run by 
non-Jews. 

In a study of Jewish males who joined the Khevra Kadisha (Burial Society, 
later Asociacién Mutual Israelita Argentina, or AMIA) between the years 1895 
and 1930, Sofer found that the garment industry employed more Jewish workers 
than any other: 64 percent of skilled workers in 1895, declining to 21 percent 
of the 1930 sample. The sweatshop, with its exploitative system of piecework 
in “inside” and “outside” shops, existed in Buenos Aires as it did in New York 
and London, with the difference that the cost of living was higher in Buenos 
Aires and that the country was so little developed that there was little demand 
for skilled labor outside the capital. Furniture workers and carpenters were 
the next largest category of skilled workers, their number starting at zero in 
the 1895 sample and rising to 23 percent toward the end of this period. Their 
upward mobility was more limited than that of the garment workers, possibly 
owing to the fact that it cost more for carpenters to buy themselves the needed 
machinery. Jewelers, who had the best working conditions of all, were less 
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than 8 percent of any single sample." The most common form of upward 
mobility was for a skilled worker to become a small shopkeeper. There was 
more lateral than upward movement, however, and substantial numbers of 
workers experienced downward mobility. 

Workers who were able to accumulate capital set up workshops for the 
manufacture of consumer goods, husbands and wives working alongside their 
employees and often indistinguishable from them. Cottage industry, which 
absorbed so many Jewish urban dwellers, relied largely on the labor of women 
and children, the entrepreneur's own family. Unable to compete with imported 
luxury goods, household industries produced apparel and furniture for the 
mass market. Experience, grinding labor, and investment paid off for some: 
by 1940, thirty spinning and weaving mills had been founded by Jewish entre- 
preneurs, employing some four thousand Argentine workers. The pioneering 
role of Jewish immigrants in the knitwear industry is attested to by the existence, 
at the same date, of one hundred workshops, sixty medium-size factories, and 
three large factories for the production of underwear and sweaters."* 

Androcentric methods of record-keeping (such as that maintained by the 
AMIA, on which Sofer based his analysis) for long obscured the work history of 
Jewish women. Reviewing available sources, Deutsch points out that women’s 
economic activity began on the agricultural colonies, where many worked in 
the field alongside men, though few owned the land they tilled, because the 
European administrators of JCA habitually issued titles to males. Female partici- 
pation in the work force, which has been repeatedly and pruriently summarized 
as a history of prostitution, in reality followed a trajectory that paralleled that 
of men: women engherd in marketing, cottage industry, and accelerating levels 
of professional activity.'” Just keeping house, feeding and clothing their families 
in the filthy, overcrowded conventillos in which the immigrants were forced 
to live, required heroic labor.” 

The picture of Argentina as a land of unlimited opportunity was as much 
a product of optimism as of reality. The Argentine economy was not sufficiently 
industrialized to generate opportunities for large-scale upward mobility. As 
immigration swelled, opportunities for advancement narrowed. During the 
thirty-five-year period 1895-1930, encompassing the bulk of the Jewish migra- 
tion, 80 to 90 percent of Jewish workers remained in blue-collar occupations. 
Economic and political factors constrained those with ambition, elaborating 
structural difficulties they could not overcome. 


Inflation, the high cost of living, the lack of sufficiently protective tariffs, 
the reliance of domestic industry on foreign products, the high cost and 
frequent unavailability of raw materials, el the ever-present spectre 
of foreign competition, made the position of workers and petty proprie- 
tors precarious.” 


The onset of industrialization led to displacement of skilled artisans, yet 
locally owned industry did not expand sufficiently to absorb all those who were 
displaced. Driven out by the operations of the machine, skilled craftsmen had 
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two choices: to enter a factory or sweatshop, accepting the loss of status that 
entailed, or to go into business for themselves. The latter route resulted in less 
success than issued from similar developments in the United States. More 
Argentine Jewish entrepreneurs advanced and then slid back into the working 
class than advanced and stayed there. In spite of individual success stories, the 
bulk of those who began their lives in Argentina as workers and who had 
ended their careers by 1945 ended as workers.” It took Argentine Jews four 
generations to achieve the mobility that Jewish immigrants to the United States 
achieved in two. It was only in 1945, with the accession to power of Juan 
Per6n, that major modifications in the social structure finally took place. At 
that time, Jews began to approach the mobility patterns of Jews in the 
United States.” 

Cabinetry was the skill that predominated among Bessarabian Jews in Rio 
de Janeiro in 1910. The manufacture and sale of furniture became their princi- 
pal means of support. Those who could not do carpentry could vend, and 
craftsmen or their relatives got their goods to market without submitting to 
the tyranny of wholesale houses. Also among the artisan-peddlers were dress- 
makers and shoemakers, as well as turners, producing common household 
utensils. In the days of no credit ratings, the peddlers sometimes drove a nail 
into the eaves of the home of a defaulter, as a warning to other klappers who 
might be tempted to extend credit.* 

Polish Jews who arrived after World War I were watchmakers, dressmakers, 
and compounders of cosmetics. Their wares, too, went to market in the ped- 
dlers’ packs. The work habits the immigrants had developed in Europe, where 
labor from sun to sun was a necessity in order to stay alive, sufficed in Brazil 
to generate comfortable incomes for the immigrants within a relatively short 
time. The German immigrants who reached Brazil in the years leading up to 
World War II included quite a few with transferable skills. Among these were 
tailors, shirtmakers, and hairdressers. Women often proved more employable 
than men, for with their language skills they found jobs as tutors, governesses, 
and salesclerks. Seamstresses able to interpret European styles for Brazilian 
taste found themselves in demand. The “craft” that suffered most from exclu- 
sionist legislation was medicine: doctors found obstacles placed in the way of 
their practicing in Brazil.” 

Jewish immigrants to Cuba included locksmiths, watchmakers, mechanics, 
bakers, tailors, carpenters, painters, garment workers, and—most numer- 
ous—shoemakers.” Gaining employment in factories when they could, they 
sought admission to Cuban labor unions where these existed, or formed new 
ones in industries where there were none. Between 1929 and 1943, Cuban 
Jewish workers founded at least eight trade unions: shoemakers, peddlers, 
barbers, street photographers, tailors, seltzer-water vendors, merchants, and 
diamond workers.” 

But union activity exacted a price: many immigrant labor leaders, including 
Jews, were arrested and deported by the Machado regime (1925-33). Under 
the revolutionary regime of Ramon Grau San Martin that followed, matters 
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For lack of capital, Jewish immigrants invested their sweat equity in cottage industries. 
Here a group of tailors poses on the threshold of Brazilian industrialization. 


grew worse: new labor laws created a near-monopoly of jobs for the native- 
born, forcing Jewish workers either to reemigrate (if they could) or to become 
pieceworkers at home, outside the protection of the labor laws. In many cases, 
they moved from the domination of the foreman to the tyranny of the supplier 
of their raw materials. Specifically, the Law of 50 Percent, requiring that half 
of every employer's work force must be native-born, hit Jews with special force 
because they were almost all foreign-born and the employers who hired them 
tended also to hire other Jews. The result of the law was to deprive hundreds 
of immigrants of their jobs. 

Many Jewish immigrants had belonged to unions in Poland and Russia, 
often affiliated with the Bund, the Jewish sector of the socialist movement. 
The exploitation to which they, along with all Cuban workers, were subjected, 
radicalized many, causing them to abandon the mild social democracy with 
which they had arrived and move closer to the communist position. Presciently, 
a Jewish sociologist who spent the war years on the island, wrote in 1944, 
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The Jewish workers in Cuba provided a ready ground for Socialist and 
Communist prop: pee They resented the exploitation to which they 
were exposed, and this feeling evoked in them a trend toward social 
rebellion and a longing for a better world. The colonial milieu, with a 
gulf dividing the ric! cf fen the poor, and the absence of skilled industrial 
workers, were not conducive to the emergence of a social-democratic 
movement. Social Democrats in Cuba have always been a small and 
uninfluential group. But the seeds of Communist propaganda have 
freely germinated among Cuban workers. 

This circumstance favored the expansion of radical tendencies 
among the Jewish workers, too. The Bundists (members of the Jewish 
Social Democratic Party “Bund”) played a negligible part. But the 
Jewish Communists succeeded in capturing the imagination of large 
Jewish strata. Their own organization was small. They gained influence, 
however, by availing themselves of neutral organizations. 


The Move to Industry 


Other Jewish workers, with more luck and less ideology, became manufacturers 
of the goods they had formerly produced in other people’s factories. They 
moved into industry by way of two paths: that of the peddler (often a displaced 
artisan to begin with), who began to produce the items he took for sale; and 
that of the practicing craftsman, who (by choice or force of circumstance) 
began to manufacture goods in his own home or workshop, using the sweated 
labor of his family. 

Peddlers were under considerable pressure to change their occupation 
because of the difficult life it entailed, the marginality of the income it produced, 
and vulnerability to police and popular harassment. In Chile, the itinerant 
peddler was a casualty of the Great Depression. Chile was more advanced 
industrially than other Latin American countries, and more of its employment 
depended upon industry; so did weekly payments to the cuentanik. Most 
peddlers went bankrupt rather quickly. “A blessing in disguise” was the verdict 
of the Chilener Yiddisher Wochenblatt. In its issue of 12 January 1933, the 
editor wrote: “This is the time for Jews to go into industry. There are resources 
here, labor is cheap, and the industrial giants are only beginning to develop; 
so we can compete.” 

There had long been Jews in Chilean industry. As early as 1884, a skilled 
Jewish metallurgist who had migrated from Lithuania was asked by the govern- 
ment to open a metal foundry in the Santiago prison. Here he taught his skills 
to a succession of young men, one of whom became his son-in-law and head 
of a large steelworks. In 1901, the immigrant opened his own foundry, where 
he produced the first agricultural implements to be manufactured in Chile, 
using a technique he had invented himself. 

Other firsts of Jewish immigrants in Chilean industry include factories for 
the manufacture of wagons (1906), mirrors (1908), leather clothing (1910), and 
gramophone records (1910). Jewish inmigrants opened ready-to-wear clothing 
factories, plants for making furniture, hats, raincoats, and fur coats, and print 


The Economics of Jewish Life 143 


shops. Chile’s first plastics factory was opened in 1924 by Jewish immigrants. 
Ultimately, this plant manufactured over 1,500 parts, employed 350 workers, 
and had 30 salaried employees. In 1925, a mill for making thread was opened 
by Jewish immigrants.” 

When the Depression finished off peddling, many more Jewish immigrants 
went into manufacturing, for which a good climate already existed. Lacking 
large amounts of capital, they began with cottage industry. Working as fami- 
lies—women, children, and men—in their own homes, they produced such 
common items of apparel as shirts, underwear, ties, socks, and suspenders, 
which at that time were not available on the mass market. The arrival of 
German-speaking Jews in the thirties added more entrepreneurs to the clothing 
industry. Read-to-wear, thread, patterns, elastic, and silk were some of the 
items produced. European Jews clothed the Chilean poor, and the roto (the 
“broken” man) disappeared from city streets. In 1956 it was estimated that 
Jewish-owned plants in the clothing industry employed between seventeen 
and eighteen thousand people.” 

By the fifties, there were Jewish entrepreneurs in sugar refining, tobacco 
plantations, lumber, chemicals, patent medicines, olive oil, perfume, thermo- 
electric plants, packing plants, eyeglasses, zippers, air conditioning and heating, 
Bakelite, and glass utensils for laboratories. Jewish managers and engineers 
were employed in foundries, construction firms, and public works, carrying 
on a long tradition of Jewish technicians involved with Chile's development. 
A Jewish engineer, Adolfo Weiner, built Chile's national library as well as various 
streets in the capital. N. Rachitoff, a Jewish engineer, directed the construction 
of the main railroad stations in Santiago and Mapocho, and collaborated on 
the electrified line to Valparaiso. Engineer Akiva Pommerante built the railroad 
line to Curicé and later worked at Los Condes copper mine. Engineer Leén 
Levi worked on the naval base at Talcahuano.*! Those Jewish industrialists 
and technicians figured in the growth of native Chilean industry, constructing 
infrastructure while providing employment to Chilean workers. As Chilean 
citizens, they had no need to repatriate profits to other countries in the style 
of foreign-owned firms. Participating as they did in the modernization of the 
country, Jewish immigrants integrated quickly into national life. 

The phasing out of peddling among Jewish immigrants to Mexico came as 
a response to antiforeign agitation that made these isolated merchants feel too 
vulnerable to continue in their occupation. Xenophobia became apparent in 
Mexico in 1930 as the depression took hold. The price of silver dropped, 
thousands of Mexican workers were expelled from the United States, and 
economic pressures built up within Mexico that found an outlet in hatred of 
Chinese and Jews. Many newspapers, including the Nacional Revolucionario 
of the country’s ruling Partido Nacional Revolucionario, published anti-Jewish 
articles. Merchants publicized such slogans as “Buy from Mexicans—boycott 
Jews.”” In this context, a Jewish chamber of commerce (Camara Israelita de 
Industria y Comercio) was organized for the purpose of resisting anti-Semitism 
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and representing merchants’ interests before the government. At its founding, 
its 298 members included 176 merchants and 92 manufacturers; 36 members 
lived in the province. By August of that year, membership had almost doubled.* 

On 27 March 1931, the Mexican government published regulations that 
limited the location of market booths to certain areas and imposed onerous 
licensing requirements. Although the new requirements were met by the Jewish 
merchants, some 220 were nevertheless forcibly evicted from Lagunilla market 
the following month and their licenses revoked. Panic suffused the Mexican 
Jewish community, intensified by plans for a “Day of Commerce” parade that. 
featured anti-Jewish slogans. The American Jewish Committee, a New 
York-based organization, sent an observer to Mexico in May of that year to 
investigate the situation. He found that the antagonism did not extend beyond 
the limits of the small peddler and market merchant. Only these were being 
called “judfo,” a standard Mexican term of opprobrium. Jewish professional 
men and representatives of foreign firms were not considered “judfos.” Eco- 
nomic conflict among merchants was being taken advantage of by various 
government officials, the report continued, who exploit the opportunity to 
force people to buy more licenses. In the end, they evicted Jewish merchants 
to make room for their competitors. But “let it be said again that [the officials’] 
purpose was not so much discrimination against the Jews as the desire to mulct 
them, legally or illegally, and at the same time give greater opportunities and 
ample market space to native Mexicans.” Despite this benign report, it must 
be said that the two cars entered by Jewish manufacturers in the Day of 
Commerce parade were destroyed by hooligans of the infamous Camisas Dora- 
das (“gilded shirts”). Ultimately, intervention by B’nai Brith, and representa- 
tions made through a former U.S. ambassador to Mexico, headed off the 
pogrom-in-the-making that the parade apparently portended.” Though the 
underlying anti-Semitism undoubtedly remained, hostile actions were pre- 
vented by the police, and tensions abated when President Ortiz Rubio declared 
that Jews were in the country legally and were free to pursue any occupation 
they chose. 

The ousting of Jews from the marketplace appears to have benefited Jewish 
merchants in the long run, for it gave them a needed push to enter occupations 
in which they could succeed far better economically and, just as important, 
remove themselves from direct contact with religious fanaticism. Their market 
stalls destroyed, Jewish merchants invested in fixed places of business or in 
small manufacturing plants, where they began producing a variety of consumer 
goods that had previously been imported, such as paint, furniture, leather goods, 
plastics, pharmaceuticals, sweaters, stockings, underwear, film, and fishing gear. 
In 1946, a researcher assessed their economic impact in this way: “The Jews 
have since their settlement in Mexico a quarter of a century ago, brought into 
the uneven, unbalanced social structure of class-ridden, semi-feudal, industri- 
ally retarded Mexico, a pioneering spirit. With social, economic and political 
conditions entirely favorable toward industrial and commercial expansion, the 
relatively small Jewish community, with its accumulated experiences, skills and 
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enterprises, can be said to have served as a catalytic agent in the economic 
life of Mexico.”* 

The number of Jewish ventures in import substitution increased at an 
accelerated pace during World War II, when overseas sources of supply were 
cut off. Backed by a communal bank (Banco Mercantil de Mejico), a credit 
union, and two small savings and loan associations, the Jewish immigrants 
continued their strong movement out of commerce and into industry and the 
free professions. By 1950, 12.6 percent of Mexican Jews who were gainfully 
employed were industrialists. Some were pioneering in industries such as 
tricotage that formerly had not existed at all in Mexico.” 

Even when they succeeded in removing themselves from direct contact 
with masses of people in the marketplace, Jews did not always escape anti- 
Semitic manifestations. The classic entanglement between commercial rivalry 
and religious hatred surfaced in Ecuador in 1948 in the form of the medieval 
blood libel. The Jewish owner of a sausage factory was accused of intending 
to kidnap a Christian boy in order to use his flesh in making sausage. The case 
was publicized in a sensational manner by the local newspapers. A letter from 
the Joint representative in Quito reports the incident while the accused was 
still being held without bail and continues without transition: 


Applying for an import licence Jewish importers are required to produce 
preliminary invoices, samples, and sworn statements, provisions which 
are not mentioned in any decree and which are taken arbitrarily. . . . 
Mr. Apunte, sub-chief of the Commercial Department of the Foreign 
Ministry, stated that the Jewish immigration had forced the country 
without transition from the patriarchal forms of life into the modern 
era, and that the country should be cleaned as fast as possible of Jewish 
immigrants. (Emphasis supplied.)* 


The abililty of Jewish immigrants to apply skills they had acquired in Europe 
to the production and sale of consumer goods was the key to their integration 
into local economies. For this to occur, the economic and social climate of the 
matrix society had to be receptive to immigrant entrepreneurial initiative. This 
was, for a short while, the situation in Cuba. Within a few years of passage of 
Cuba’s Law of 50 Percent, 150 shoe factories owned by Jews were employing 
six to eight thousand workers and producing two million pairs of shoes annually. 
Eventually, Jewish firms accounted for 50 percent of all shoe manufacturing 
in Cuba, ending Cuban dependence on foreign suppliers.” Three hundred 
forty Jewish-owned factories can be identified during the period 1930-45. 
They produced woven fabrics, textiles, ready-made shirts, underwear, suits, 
pants, ties, shoes, and leather goods. Sixty-four such firms were advertising in 
1933, 190 in 1934-39, and 189 in 1940-45; they were engaged in industry, 
wholesale and retail trade, and a variety of other economic activities.“ Diamond 
cutting, the last industry to be imported to Cuba by Jews, was established in 
1943 by Polish diamond workers and bosses arriving from Antwerp, resulting 
in the founding of twenty-four workshops employing twelve hundred persons."' 
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The Jewish proletariat, unable to survive in the social and legislative climate 
of Cuba, turned instead to cottage industry, leaving the proletariat (and, often, 
the Communist party) behind. 

German immigrants to Brazil in the days just preceding the outbreak of 
World War II made a particularly good adjustment. Their careers illustrate 
most clearly the reciprocal nature of immigrant integration. Many German 
Jews arrived in Brazil with a lifetime of experience in the business and industrial 
world of the European continent. They came at a time when circumstances 
in Brazil were propitious for industrial takeoff and starting up a new plant 
required less capital than would have been needed in a fully developed econ- 
omy. Habitual Brazilian tolerance made the Germans sought-after partners by 
the rising Brazilian middle class. Consequently, we find German Jews and their 
Brazilian partners investing in the fashion and textile industries, producing 
cotton, silk, and linen cloth, and ladies’ ready-to-wear. Certain construction 
materials, electrical hardware, and locks were now manufactured in Brazil for 
the first time. The immigrants undertook for the first time the construction of 
houses of more than three stories in height, utilizing local materials. Elevators, 
porcelain plumbing fixtures, paper, and newsprint were first manufactured in 
Rio by Jewish immigrants. It was as though the industrial revolution had finally 
opened its cornucopia to Brazilians. 

During World War II, Jewish immigrants started up a refrigeration industry 
that began the preservation of foodstuffs in this country that had hitherto been 
a net importer of food. Aluminum factories provided important stores of this 
metal to the Allied forces.” The firm of Klabin e Lafer built a diversified 
industrial empire on the base of their paper manufacturing plants, becoming 
the largest newsprint producer in Latin America. The two families, joined by 
marriage ties, are among the wealthiest in Brazil; their record of government 
service has already been mentioned. 


Economic and Social Integration of the First Generation 


Economic decisions by private individuals are not wholly open to investigation. 
Individuals participate in the economy as producers and consumers, not as 
Jews. But there does exist a theoretical framework for analysis of the economic 
structure and life of the Jews that may be used to organize and render coherent 
the vast amount of humanistic literature available on this subject for Latin 
America. 

The perception of Jews as a minority in an economic as well as in the usual 
religious sense is a fruitful node with which to begin. The salient economic 
characteristic of Jewish communities is their minority status. These are perma- 
nent minorities: neither immigration nor the natural rate of increase will ever 
significantly raise the proportion of Jews to total population, given their initial 
tiny numbers. Certain economic consequences flow from permanent minority 
status. Such a minority cannot reproduce the full range of occupations. Their 
recency of arrival means that most sectors of the economy are already fully 
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manned; immigrants therefore concentrate in the remaining sectors, where old 
residents will resent them less and where the selection of occupation is further 
limited by their own historical heritage. They arrive poor (having been pushed 
out elsewhere) and therefore start at a low level. Beginning at this lower level, 
although they suffer great poverty at first, they have more room to rise: when 
immigrants enter new areas with greater growth potential than the old, their 
economic rise may be of greater magnitude than that of the general population. 
As newcomers, they are more free of tradition and have more room to maneuver. 
But the immigrants’ concentration on a narrow occupational range, plus the 
absolute increase in their numbers, leads to the apparent capture of some 
sectors of the economy, arousing a perception that they have become economi- 
cally dominant over the natives.* 

As applied to the Latin American scene, we may certainly agree that Jews 
represent a minority of such numerical insignificance that it would not be 
possible for them to man all sectors of an economy if that option were open 
to them. In point of fact, their late arrival excluded them from traditional 
sources of wealth—particularly ownership of land—and confronted them with 
basically urban options. Within urban parameters, immigrant Jews, like immi- 
grants of other nations, tended to move into sectors that were less developed, 
for here they met less resistance from established folk. The Jewish migration, 
as we have seen, was propelled out of Europe by a series of convulsions whose 
source lay in the industrializing process. Jews, who had been factors in European 
industrialization and urbanization, were technically equipped and strategically 
placed to take part in the industrialization of Latin America. 

In every country of the continent, Jewish entrepreneurs were among the 
first to see the potential for turning local commodities into salable merchandise, 
thus reversing the historic trend, which had been to export raw materials for 
manufacture abroad and subsequent resale at high prices on the Latin American 
market. This process of import substitution is generally regarded as having 
been the first step toward loosening the dependence of Latin America upon 
foreign markets. Having cut their ties to their countries of origin, Jewish 
immigrants had no need to export capital to pay off foreign investors, but were 
free to reinvest their earnings in the expansion of industrial plants. Many 
immigrants achieved success by competing within the commercial and indus- 
trial spaces they identified on their arrival. The result for some was a meteoric 
rise to affluence. 

The neglect of commerce and industry has been so persistent throughout 
Latin American history that it has attracted the attention of sociologists seeking 
to link this economic aberration to cultural characteristics of the people. Yet 
economic development undeniably occurred. Whence did it come? The evi- 
dence is that much of it stemmed from the activities of immigrants. Not, 
of course, Jewish immigrants only; but immigrants generally, who in their 
overwhelming majority were not Jewish: “It was the immigrant population 
which provided most of the labor and entrepreneurship in the beginnings of 
industrial development.”* The process began early and did not vary greatly 
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from country to country: immigrants took the lead in initiating the industrializa- 
tion process prior to World War I. In 1895, 80 percent of Argentine commerce 
and industry was already in the hands of the foreign-born. At that date, there 
were barely seven thousand Jews in the country, and two-thirds of them were 
in the agricultural colonies of Entre Rios. The predominance of immigrants 
and sons of immigrants in Argentine industry is documented through 1959, 
when 45.5 percent of prestigious Argentine entrepreneurs were foreign- 
born, while a goodly percentage of the rest were first-generation born in the 
country.” A similar situation prevailed in Chile, where by 1914 immigrants 
comprised a majority of owners of industry. Although they had been able to 
buy little rural property, they had acquired large amounts of urban real estate.” 
Many thousands of immigrants had already entered the Chilean middle class 
by that date, when there appear to have been no more than five hundred Jews 
in the country. Whatever commercial or industrial success Jews achieved in 
Chile may well have been a function of their status as immigrants, rather than 
as Jews. 

In countries that were slower to industrialize, the picture is not greatly 
different. A 1965 survey of sixty-one Bogota executives of medium-to-large 
firms revealed that although Colombia has had very little immigration, 41 
percent of her entrepreneurs at that date were foreign- -born. By way of compari- 
son, the United States, with 10 percent foreign-born in the population at large, 
exhibited a mere 5 percent of foreign-born in executive positions in medium- 
to-large firms.” 

In their effort to “make America,” immigrants were able to make substantial 
gains, in part because they were untrammeled by local tradition and desperate 
to find means of subsistence. They rose economically with startling rapidity, a 
mobility that was shared unevenly by Jews. The latter’s late arrival, small 
numbers, and concentration in a narrow occupational range led to the apparent 
capture of some sectors of the economy at certain times and certain places, 
calling down upon their heads ancestral antipathies that had remained em- 
bedded in Hispanic Catholicism. What in fact had happened was that 
Jewish immigrants occupied niches in national economies for which they were 
suited by experience. Adjusting themselves to local conditions, they became 
peddlers or artisans, then, adjusting once more, moved into fixed commerce 
and manufacturing, especially in new branches of industry that were just 
developing under the impact of new technology. They thus became a part of 
that much larger immigrant force that was beginning the modernization of 
Latin America. 

Economic advancement was not matched by social integration. Jews had 
never developed linkages with non-Jewish campesinos; under the circumstances 
outlined here, contact with the proletariat was broken. This is a startling fact, 
considering that so large and so vocal a portion of Jewish immigrants arrived 
with leftist and universalist ideals, determined to relieve workers of the world 
of their chains. But the Jewish labor activists who so alarmed conservative 
elites in the early decade of the century were ahead of their time. They met 
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little positive response from the masses, and severe political repression from 
the elite, both as activists and as Jews. In the 1930s, the Argentine proletariat, 
Jewish and non-Jewish, went over to Perén and have since remained in the 
party that he founded. In conformance with Sartre's dictum that a Jewish 
intellectual is a Jew, while a Jewish truckdriver is a truckdriver, many Jews 
who remained in the working class dropped their affiliation with the Jewish 
community. Meanwhile, economic and political forces converted the majority 
of the Jewish proletariat into a bourgeoisie. The combination of forces produced 
a community that, in statistical terms, is almost totally middle class. By the 
1960s, when revolutionary ideologies ignited masses of dispossessed people 
from Cuba to Bolivia, from Chile to El Salvador, the advantaged position of 
the Jewish majority was no longer conducive to alignment with populist forces; 
for the most part, Bundism, communism, and the whole panoply of radical 
ideologies that arrived in the immigrants’ baggage had been confined to the 
shadow play of communal elections. 

Jewish links to the elite classes in Spanish-speaking countries were conspicu- 
ously weak from the start. Their exclusion originated in religious shibboleths 
reaching back hundreds of years. It also derived in part from identification 
with commerce. The extent to which the commercial and industrial occupations 
favored by Jewish immigrants excluded them from entry into the elite class 
was revealed in Sofer’s analysis of 1939 and 1947 editions of Quien es Quien en 
la Argentina (Who's Who in Argentina). Ten Eastern European Jews appeared 
among almost 1,500 entries for 1939. Nine were men, and all lived in 
the federal capital. Their occupational patterns were “startlingly diffferent” 
from the community as a whole: six were writers, three were physicians, and 
one was an army colonel. Five were intermarried. By 1947, 31 Jews were 
included among 2,500 entries. There were two women, and two persons in 
trade or industry. The rest were doctors, attorneys, engineers, and authors. Of 
the 26 for whom marriage data appeared, 12 were intermarried.* Clearly, 
criteria for inclusion among the Who who were really Who's included distanc- 
ing from Jewishly identified patterns of behavior, such as commerce and 
endogamy. 

Depreciation of entrepreneurial pursuits has been remarked on for all Latin 
American societies, and entrepreneurial talent was from the start drawn from 
the foreign-born or the sons and daughters of immigrants. Of 119 high-level 
Argentine industrialists surveyed in 1959, only 11 were members of the criollo 
upper class.” This gap opened the economic opportunities for immigrants that 
have been discussed here, but also had a deleterious effect on the immigrants’ 
social status. Immigrant entrepreneurs were at the root of modernization, 
but they lacked social prestige commensurate with their wealth. Within this 
depreciated group, Jews and Arabs found themselves on the bottom rungs of 
the social ladder, with a longer and harder climb to the top. The obstacles 
these “turcos” faced were more numerous and more intractable than those 
which confronted other parvenus. 
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The Second and Third Generations 


Analysis of the 1960 Argentine national census produced a coherent picture 
of the occupational distribution of Jews in that country just past mid-century 
(see Table 2). In that year, 50 percent of Jewish males over age fourteen and 
20 percent of Jewish females were in the work force. As compared with the 
total population of the country, this was a smaller percentage than average, 
probably because a larger proportion of Jewish youth were attending school. 
As compared to the general population of Buenos Aires (where school atten- 
dance was generally higher than in the countryside) the Jewish proportion of 
employed was larger because many Jews were self-employed and did not 
abandon their business interests at age sixty-five.” 

Among Jewish men in the Argentine work force, 37 percent were in com- 
merce, 22 percent were in industry, and 10 percent were executives and 
managers. For women, three groups each claimed about 20 percent of the 
employed: secretaries, commerce (primarily salesclerks), and the free profes- 
sions. These percentages are all higher than for the general population.” In 
the younger age cohorts, fewer Jews were involved in commerce and more in 
the free professions and services. Most Argentine Jewish males were employers 
or self-employed. (The Argentine census defined “employer” as someone engag- 
ing at least one worker for pay.) Argentine Jewish women workers, on the 
other hand, were almost all employees. The younger the cohort, the fewer 
women were to be found in sales; a rising number of their Argentine-born 
daughters were engaged in the free professions.» 

Schmelz and DellaPergola’s analysis of the census data indicated clear 
differences between the Jewish and the general population. The number of 
farmers dwindled with younger age groups, and overall represented a smaller 
proportion of Jews than of the general population. Jews are concentrated in 
white-collar occupations; commerce is more significant among them; they tend 
to be employers or self-employed. These trends become more pronounced 
with younger age groups, except that, over time, there is a significant drop in 
commercial activity and a rise in members of the free professions.” The entry 
of Jews into professional ranks responds both to the patterns of Jewish history 
and to the developmental needs of their societies. As the latter became more 
persuasive than the former, traditional professions such as cantor, circumciser, 
ritual slaughterer, etc., were abandoned in favor of professions relating to 
modernization, such as engineering, business administration, accounting, and 
architecture. Jews still became doctors, but in the postwar years there was 
more deployment throughout the economy. 

Not all Argentine Jews had made it into the middle class by 1960. The 
census turned up 10,000 Jews in the old immigrant occupation of peddler or 
selling from a market stall or kiosk; 1,500 persons, largely women, were servants 
in private homes. Twenty-four thousand production workers remained in the 
ranks of the Argentine proletariat.” 
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TABLE 2 
Jewish Participation in the Argentine Work Force, by Sex, Assorted Occupa- 
20 a 
OCCUPATION WOMEN MEN TOTAL 
Total 23,652 95,409 119,061 
Free professions, including: 4,731 7,471 12,202 
Architects, engineers 91 1,481 1,572 
Chemists, pharmacists 452 934 1,386 
Physicians, surgeons, dentists 615 2,583 3,198 
Teachers 2,542 686 3,228 
Artists, writers 368 656 1,024 
Executives, including: 549 9,653 10,202 
Managers, wholesale and retail stores 110 1,352 1,462 
Owner-managers 405 7,851 8,256 
Office employees, including: 5,721 8,641 14,362 
Accountants 1,090 1,861 2,951 
Clerks 4,246 5,410 9,656 
Commerce, including: 5,155 35,415 40,570 
Proprietors of stores 2,417 22,993 25,410 
Peddlers, kiosk owners 2,510 5,784 8,294 
Commercial agents 162 5,594 5,756 
Market stalls, etc. 66 1,044 1,110 
Farmers, hunters, fishermen, including: 54 2,297 2,351 
Owners, managers of farms 24 1,902 1,926 
Miners, stonecutters 4 49 53 
Transportation and communication, including: 36 1,133 1,169 
Drivers 24 1,041 1,065 
Factory workers, including: 3,334 20,962 24,296 
Textiles 479 2,695 3,174 
Tailors, furriers 1,963 5,578 7,541 
Shoemakers, tanners 179 1,652 1,831 
Carpenters, woodworkers 26 1,888 1,914 
Auto manufacture 69 1,180 1,249 
Electricians (manufacture and repair) 27 991 1,018 
Mechanics 35 1,516 1,551 
Makers of precision instruments 75 1,569 1,644 
Workers in service industries, including: 2,014 1,704 3,718 
Cooks, servants in private homes 1,529 40 1,569 
Others and not known 2,058 8,133 10,191 


SouRcE: U. O. Schmelz and Sergio DellaPergola, Hademografia shel hayehudim beargentina ube- 
artzot aherot shel America ha-Latinit, pp. 119-20. 
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The dependence of immigrants upon prevailing economic and political 
conditions is well illustrated by contrasting the experience of Jewish immigrants 
in two other countries, Cuba and Brazil. We have seen that Jewish artisans in 
Cuba had great difficulty finding jobs in industry (because of the low level of 
industrialization) and even more difficulty hanging on to them (because of 
nativist labor legislation). The fact that they organized eight trade unions in 
the seven-year period 1929-36, in addition to joining existing unions, shows 
tremendous commitment to proletarian values, given the authoritarian nature 
of successive Cuban governments and the risks organizers ran of arrest and 
deportation. But all these unions shortly dissolved as their members were 
booted out of the proletariat and into the petite bourgeoisie. Their “upward 
mobility” was often more apparent than real in that many workers exchanged 
the regulated conditions of factory work for unregulated exploitation in out- 
side shops. 

The success of these unwilling entrepreneurs was quite spectacular. A 
contented Jewish bourgeoisie was in fact created. As a Cuban researcher has 
written, “At [the time of] the triumph of the Revolution, Jewish Cubans found 
themselves in the full flood of evolution toward superior forms of capitalism 
and social integration.”» But a mere six years after having dedicated their 
elegant and costly community center, Jews found the rules of the game altered 
by the revolution of 1959. Restructuring the Cuban economy along socialist 
lines, Fidel Castro and Che Guevara incidentally ruined these new Jewish 
entrepreneurs. With the expropriation of their factories and shops, Jewish 
Cubans saw themselves reduced once more to the ranks of the proletariat, an 
event they perceived with a sense of déja vu. Those whose dismay was not 
leavened by attachment to the socialist ideals of their youth fled the island 
together with the rest of the middle class. 

The Brazilian economic “miracle,” taking off from a coup by modernizing 
military officers in 1964, created a milieu favorable to capitalism. An exception- 
ally prosperous class of Jewish entrepreneurs developed. As of 1968, 41 percent 
of the members of the Jewish community of Sao Paulo were in the work force. 
The occupational breakdown for the 11,926 economically active individuals 
contacted by Rattner’s survey showed that 27 percent were owners of firms 
and employers of a work force. Fifteen percent were directors and managers 
of business firms; another 15 percent were practicing one of the liberal profes- 
sions; and 8.8 percent were seif-employed artisans. Only 0.3 percent were 
manual workers.” By comparison, the Brazilian national census of 1960 showed 
4.5 percent businessmen and managers in the general population, 1.5 percent 
in the liberal professions, and the vast majority in agriculture and manual labor. 
Although data are available for Sao Paulo only, it is likely that similar conclusions 
may be inferred for Jews elsewhere in Brazil. Rattner concludes, “On the 
evidence of data about the peculiar occupation structure of the Jewish commu- 
nity, corroborated by additional information about educational level, housing 
and land ownership in urban areas, travel overseas and general consumption 
patterns, we may assume that almost two-thirds of Brazilian Jews belong to 
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the elite.” Brazilian conditions have been favorable to immigrants generally, 
and the Jews’ heady success should be seen in context: immigrants make up 
nearly half of paulista entrepreneurs and another third are the sons and grand- 
sons of immigrants. Financial success, however, did not preclude the fact that 
Jews, along with others, paid the price of political repression that was the 
other side of the coin of the economic miracle. 

To 1960, the largest proportion (between 45 percent and 68 percent) of 
gainfully employed Jewish workers in Argentina, Brazil, and Mexico were in 
trade, a far larger share than among the total population. Most of these handled 
consumer goods at the retail level.* Over the succeeding years, some peddlers 
and storekeepers developed large-scale commercial enterprises. At the same 
time, this sector lost employment to industry and the professions. Manufactur- 
ing took up an increasing number of Jewish workers, rising most spectacularly 
in Mexico, from 15.6 percent of the Jewish work force in 1940 to 50 percent 
thirty years later. While the majority of non-Jewish industrial workers are 
employees of factories, Jews engaged in industry are more likely to be owners 
or self-employed. Almost no Jewish owners, however, can be discerned in 
capital-intensive industries such as utilities and transportation or in industries 
run by the military. In Mexico’s sell-off of state-owned companies in 1990-92, 
no Jew can be identified among the successful bidders. 

As in the rest of the modernizing world, the services sector in these three 
countries absorbs an increasing proportion of workers. About one-third of all 
workers were employed in services in the 1960-70 time span covered by 
Syrquin’s research, most of these in underpaid and underemployed positions. 
The 15 to 17 percent of the Jewish work force employed in the service sector 
during this decade were almost totally in the professions.” Every community 
reporting to Comunidades judias in its biennial editions (1966-72) noted that 
a preponderance of its members were in trade and industry, with a rising per- 
centage of the upcoming generation entering the liberal professions. 


Entry into the Professions 


As the numbers of Jews engaged in farming, peddling, and blue-collar manufac- 
turing decreased, professional careers became more important among both 
male and female workers, whether immigrant or native-born. The entry of 
women into the professions began in the agricultural colonies, where the 
teaching staff in JCA schools, originally all male, converted rather quickly into 
a cadre of native-born female instructors. Women teachers, librarians, and 
physicians founded and staffed schools, libraries, and clinics in areas where 
previously there had been none.” In her biography of her father, a “pampista” 
who arrived in Argentina in 1891 to farm on an agricultural colony, Tuba Teresa 
Ropp relates that all three of the family’s daughters earned advanced degrees, 
becoming a teacher, a midwife, and (the author herself) a physician.*' Deutsch 
reports that as of the 1980s, 42 percent of the mothers of students in Argentine 
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Jewish schools worked outside the home, compared with 26.6 percent of all 
Argentine women. 

Figures compiled by DellaPergola from several sources show that the 11.1 
percent of employed Buenos Aires Jews in professional occupations in 1960 
increased to 21.3 percent in 1974. The share of managers among the Jewish 
employed increased from 9.5 percent to 17.5 percent. During this period, the 
clothing industry, once heavily Jewish, was losing its Jewish workers. And 
interestingly, the long-term proclivity of Jewish entrepreneurs for self- 
employment had gone into reverse, as small businesses were absorbed by larger 
ones and their owners became salaried employees. This clearly denotes greater 
integration of Jewish with general economic activities.” 

In 1959, Rattner identified 1,836 Jewish engineers, physicians, lawyers, 
administrators, university professors, journalists, and others, representing 16.4 
percent of the Brazilian Jewish work force. The phenomenon of small business 
owners becoming salaried employees of larger corporations was most pro- 
nounced as Sao Paulo underwent rapid modernization.” In 1972, 26 percent 
of second-generation Jews of Cali, Medellin, and Barranquilla, taken as a group, 
were practicing in the free professions, primarily in medicine, architecture, 
and engineering.” In a 1994 study of the Jewish community of Mexico, 52.6 
percent of employed Jews identified themselves as “directors, managers, or 
administrators,” while another 26.7 percent identified themselves as “profes- 
sionals.” The rate of upward social mobility was astonishing, considering that 
the community was barely 70 years old. Although data for Jewish professionals 
are incomplete, particularly as these relate to women, evidence of rapid mobility 
is supported by a survey of Pérto Alegre (see Table 3, p. 156). Professionaliza- 
tion demarcates the occupational pattern of male and female Jewish workers 
from that of the majority populations. 

Professionalization of Jewish immigrant careers proceeded quickly in Cuba 
as well, as successful entrepreneurs adapted to the local environment by pre- 
paring for careers in medicine, architecture, and the law. The 3 professional 
persons identified in the period 1902-27 were supplemented by 10 more in 
the generation 1928-45. During 1946-59, 266 persons, or 56.7 percent of 
Jews in service occupations, were working ata professional level. “Many 
children of peddlers moved into the professions in the surprising space of 
just one generation. Jewish lawyers, doctors, dentists, engineers, pharmacists, 
architects, and public accountants filled the professional directories in the 
fifties, in proportions incommensurate with the size of the group (4 percent 
as opposed to 0.4 percent) in the general population. ... The surprising and 
disproportionate move into the professions, in just one generation, signified 
the assimilation of values of the national elite and the gradual integration of 
this group into a new social status.” 

Observation plus anecdotal evidence points to a strong representation of 
Jews in the liberal professions, but additional research is needed to clarify the 
extent of their presence and their influence. Their acceptability in academic 
life and the liberal professions is widespread and noticeable throughout Latin 
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America, a fact that has lowered barriers to intermarriage and partly erased 
the canard of Jewish financial power, since the most rabid anti-Semite could 
not claim that university professors are well paid. Education for the professions 
has enhanced Jewish social and economic integration in all the republics and 
created a cohort of persons qualified to take on public service in government 
and the universities. 


Jews as a Middle Class 


In countries with a large European-descended population, Jews occupy an 
intermediate space in the economy. Viewed as a statistical aggregation, they 
engage in middle-class occupations—buying and selling, manufacturing and 
distributing, teaching and administering, working in the cultural sphere. They 
earn intermediate levels of income, occupy adequate housing, enjoy long life 
expectancy, are able to have their children educated, and either pass their 
lifestyle on to their children or finance their emigration. As a middle class, 
they have functioned as a modernizing force within their societies; Jewish 
immigrants and their descendants contributed to the formation of an educated 
labor force and played an identifiable role in industrialization. If this population 
were to be treated as a separate entity on a chart delineating modernized 
characteristics, they would show up together with Argentina, Uruguay, Chile, 
the southern states of Brazil, and Mexico City as a modern country. Considering 
their geographic dispersal, they might better be referred to as a modernized 
archipelago. 

There are important caveats. In Argentina, a number of Jews have remained 
stuck in the lowest income categories, and they have been joined in recent 
years by formerly middle-class families impoverished by inflation and economic 
stagnation. In 1990, the Jerusalem Post reported that about 5,000 Argentine 
Jewish families were living below the poverty level. In the context of economic 
crisis, some 2,000 people a day were emigrating; anong them, unknown num- 
bers of Jews. What was known was that 1,000 Argentines arrived in Israel in 
the first four months of 1990—a minority, according to informed observers, 
of all those Jews who were emigrating. The national network of Jewish schools, 
clinics, and senior citizens’ homes was in financial trouble. Social welfare 
assistance remained a primary mission of the AMIA, which ran an employment 
exchange on its premises; a free kitchen continued to function as in immigrant 
days. The Jewish poor exist alongside the non-Jewish poor; but they are less 
noticeable because they are taken care of within the community. 

In countries whose national economies exhibit grave polarity between rich 
and poor, the long-lived and the doomed, with large masses of indigenous, 
black, or mestizo populations, Jews are, in economic terms at least, among the 
white elite. The Bogot4, Sao Paulo, Rio, Lima, and Mexico City communities 
are in this category. But sometimes, as in the case of Lima, the upper-class 
composition of the community is in part a result of the departure of the poorest 
families, who could neither strike it rich nor adapt to Andean levels of poverty, 
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TABLE 3 


Professions of Heads of Families and Spouses, Pérto Alegre, by Sex 


PROFESSION WOMEN MEN TOTAL 
Housewife* 324 (22.3%) _ 324 (11.9%) 
Commerce 184 (12.7%) 2 22.1%) 463 (17.0%) 
Teacher 257 (17.7%) 27 (2.1%) 284 (10.5%) 
Physician 49 (3.4%) 189 (15.0%) 238 (8.8%) 
Sales rep 35 (2.4%) 105 (8.3%) 140 (5.2%) 
Civil engineer 8 (0.5%) 112 (8.9%) 120 (4.4%) 
Lawyer/judge 44 (3.0%) 54 (4.3%) 98 (3.6%) 
Architect/landscape 25 (1.7%) AT (3.7%) 72 (2.6%) 
Construction entrep. 22 (1.5%) AZ (3.7%) e (2.5%) 
Public official 44 (3.0%) 20 (1.6%) 4 (2.4%) 
Industrialist 13 (0.9%) 51 (4.0%) me (2.4%) 
Dentist 23 (1.6%) 33 (2.6%) - 6 2. 1%) 
Psychol./psychoanal. 46 (3.2%) 6 (0.5%) (1.9%) 
Bus admin 13 (0.9%) 36 (2.9%) ae 8%) 
Bank employee oe (1.8%) 22 (1.7%) 8 (1.8%) 
University professor (1.9%) 17 (14%) 4 (0.6%) 
Accountant 12 (0.8%) 22 (1.7%) a (1.2%) 
Engineer** 3 (0.2%) 27 (2.1%) 30 (1.1%) 


SouRCcE: Anita Brumer, Identidade em Mudanga, p. 94. 

*In the age group 55 and over, 20.5 percent of women had never worked outside the home; 
among those a decade younger. only 5.3 percent had been housewives only: and in the age group 
below 40, just 2.1 percent. 

**Other occupations employing | percent or fewer of Jewish workers include economist, journalist, 
computer programmer, teacher of pedagogy, chemist. seamstress, artist, physiotherapist, historian, 
sociologist, nurse, librarian, archivist. police and military. forester, photographer, farmer, travel 
agent, nutritionist, and translator. 


and so emigrated to Israel in search of better lives. Even so, 12 percent of the 
3,430 Jews remaining in Lima received subsistence aid from the community 
in 1988, and 35 percent required scholarships in order to send their children 
to the Jewish school.” 

For tourists unfamiliar with the prevailing ostentatious lifestyle of the 
wealthy, the expectation of Jewish wealth may appear to be borne out on 
first contact with mercantile and industrial entrepreneurs, especially in the 
Caribbean basin. There labor is cheap, and money will buy any amount of 
personal service. Luxury goods from Miami are just one vacation away. A life 
of comparable conspicuous consumption, were it to be translated into North 
American labor costs, would require a much higher income level. Actually, a 
princely lifestyle can be sustained in Peru, Colombia, Mexico, or Brazil quite 
cheaply, and a household with five or six servants may be only middle class in 
terms of the net financial worth of the head of household. Which is not to say 
there are no genuinely wealthy Jewish families, in commerce, manufacturing, 
and banking, only that very little research has been carried out concerning 
them individually or collectively. 
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In conformance with Simon Kuznets’s analysis, Jewish immigrants were 
most successful when they entered newly emerging sectors of the economy 
that were not already being exploited by the native-born. Radio broadcasting, 
operating as it does in the public sphere, offers several prime examples. Jaime 
Yankelevich, who was born in Bulgaria but grew up on a farm in Entre Rios, 
pioneered both radio and television broadcasting in Argentina, becoming a 
nationally known figure in the country’s culture and politics. José Jerosolimski 
became virtually the official spokesman of the Uruguayan Jewish community 
through his popular radio program “Seminario Hebreo,” broadcast from down- 
town Montevideo. In Mexico, Jacobo Zabludovsky developed radio programs 
whose increasing popularity became a factor in redefining mexicanidad to 
include immigrants as well as the native-born. Politicians, presidents included, 
befriended these men who became political players on their respective national 
scenes. Without detracting from their talent, it may be said that one reason 
these individuals with decidedly non-Hispanic names were able to succeed is 
that they arrived on an empty playing field. 

In no country do Jews have access to the traditional dominant triumvirate 
of the church, the armed forces, and the landowning oligarchy. Their exclusion 
from the first and last is a foregone conclusion. Less comprehensible is that 
they should also be excluded from the army officer corps. Jewish men are 
conscripted along with everyone else where compulsory national service exists. 
But although thousands of Jewish conscripts transited the ranks before con- 
scription was abolished by Argentina in 1995, just one Jewish army officer has 
been identified. Bernardo Wainstein was a classmate of Juan Perén at the 
military academy and participated in the revolution that brought the latter to 
power.” The possibility for other Jews to pursue a military career was foreclosed 
in the nationalistic thirties. Secret brotherhoods control access to crucial 
decision-making posts within the army, and during periods of military control, 
exclusivism becomes diffused to the national scene. In Chile and Brazil, the 
presence of several Jewish officers in the armed forces was continually alluded 
to by respondents as evidence that Jews are integrated in those countries. 
Jewish officers were not detected in other national armies. The assumption of 
respondents who were questioned on the matter was that a man who worked 
his way up through the military hierarchy would have to be one who had left 
his Jewish origins far behind. In Argentina, there was no way to put them far 
enough behind. In this as in other instances, not only law but prejudicial social 
attitudes determine the living space that Jews may occupy. 

In the absence of political and social linkages, Jews came to be defined 
almost totally by their economic functions. Their character as an entrepreneurial 
community shows up in high relief against the background of a culture that 
traditionally looked down on the entrepreneur. But political isolation resulted 
in even greater emphasis on economic activity, because only wealth provides 
protection from disaster. Over the past decades, the size of Latin American 
Jewish communities has fluctuated with the rise and fall of governments favor- 
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able to the free enterprise system. Jews have been attracted to, and have 
remained in, nations that offered free scope to the entrepreneurial spirit and 
have abandoned republics whose social policies included the expropriation of 
their property. This has happened notwithstanding the fact that individual Jews 
have been among the initiators and proponents of such policies. 


CHAPTER 7 


“The Jewish Street” 


... @ permanent search for a balance point between Jewish existence and 
integration into the non-Jewish surrounding. 


—David Schers and Hadassa Singer 


OBSERVERS OF THE Jewish scene in Latin American cities often comment 
on its highly organized nature. Indeed, the centrality of the kehillah to Jewish 
life has more than once made it the object of paranoid fantasies about Jewish 
power or intrigue. But Latin American kehillot came into existence in response 
to the felt need for social services on the part of Jewish immigrants who were 
faced by a variety of needs that were met neither by government nor by that 
traditional agency of social welfare, the Catholic Church. In order to satisfy 
these needs, as well as to sustain their Jewish identity in alien lands, the 
immigrants founded communal organizations patterned on those they had left 
behind in Europe, Africa, or the Middle East. These organizations enabled 
Jews to extend mutual aid to one another and prevented the immigrants from 
becoming a burden on their host societies. Many kehillot originated in a legal 
struggle to obtain a permit to establish a Jewish cemetery. 


Burial Societies 


Commonly, the first need to impress itself upon the immigrants was for a place 
to bury the dead. A church monopoly of cemeteries existed in all parts of the 
continent when immigrants first arrived; access to them required not just death 
but baptism. At first, the Jewish dead were shipped to Curagao or Jamaica for 
burial. Enlightened German and French Jews of the late nineteenth-century 
migration made local adjustments, particularly in Chile and Brazil. In the 
German colonies of southern Chile, for example, Jews were buried among 
their Christian fellows inasmuch as the religion of corpses was not regarded 
as an interesting matter.' A partial solution also was found in those areas where 
non-Catholic cemeteries were licensed as the result of treaty arrangements 
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with Great Britain. None of these, however, provided specifically for burial in 
accord with Mosaic law. 

With the arrival of the East European Ashkenazim, the problem grew more 
pressing. For this group, burial among their fellows was a strong compulsion. 
The continuity of tradition can be seen in the transfer of the rule book of the 
burial society of the Jewish community of Novo-Poltavka, in southern Russia, 
to the emigrants who were leaving for Basavilbaso (Lucienville) in Entre Rios. 
There it survives to this day, long after destruction of the community that 
wrote it. In most of the republics, a bitter legal battle had to be fought to gain the 
right to bury the dead without the ministrations of the church. The traditional 
organization for provision of burial services among Jews is the Khevra Kadisha 
(Burial Society), and typically this was the first organization to make its appear- 
ance on “the Jewish street,” that agglomeration of clubs, newspapers, shops, 
schools, and theatres that came to make up the Jewish lifestyle on the 
continent. At the start, the sole aim of these societies was to arrange for the 
burial of Jews according to Mosaic law. Gradually their functions expanded 
into other aspects of Jewish life, and a monopoly over burial remains at the 
heart of organized Jewish life on the continent today. This monopoly is the 
counterpart of the church monopoly that exists in society at large, and it gave 
to the Khevra Kadisha a power over people's lives that mimicked that of the 
church itself. 


Charity 


Charity was a discrete function for which the Jewish immigrants organized 
very early. When the Khevra Kadisha formed in Montevideo in 1915, there 
was already in existence a Sociedad de Damas de Beneficiencia Ezra, which 
contributed to the purchase of land for the cemetery. This women’s organization 
provided material aid to the needy, founded a night school and library, and 
functioned as a savings and loan association. The one area in which it offered 
no services was religion, for the members were antireligious in orientation.” 
The founding of Jewish cemeteries often was not a function of religious feelings 
so much as it was a function of exclusion from Catholic cemeteries. 

The founding of women’s charitable organizations such as the Sociedad de 
Damas bespeaks a gendered perception of the roles of women and men in 
public life. The major social welfare associations, such as those mentioned 
below, were chartered and funded by men, and only men served on their 
boards of directors. In the dozens of photographs of “consejos directivos” 
assembled by Backal for her detailed history of the Ashkenazic community of 
Mexico, women appear in just two: in a group of teachers, and as members 
of a wedding party. This count omits the obligatory photograph of Golda Meier, 
prime minister of Israel, on a visit to Mexico. As recently as 1991, when a 
comprehensive self-study of the community was carried out, the twenty-two 
suggestions adopted for improving the services offered to the community did 
not include the recruitment of women into directorial positions.’ 
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All the Jewish communities have either a volunteer Ezra (Assistance), a 
Gmilus Khassodim (known in the United States as the Hebrew Free Loan 
Association), or a Bikur Kholim (Calling on the Sick). In the early years of the 
century, when there was a perception of a communal responsibility for single 
women, Hakhnosset Kalah provided dowries for indigent brides. The Buenos 
Aires Ezra Society is now over eighty years old and maintains a major hospital 
in the city. In the seventies, half a million dollars were spent annually by the 
Jewish community of Buenos Aires on social welfare, including free medical 
aid, clothing, hot meals, and home care for the aged; summer camps for 
deprived children; and a free kitchen for the Jewish indigent. In 1986 2,000 
people applied for direct relief to the AMIA, which budgeted $600,000 for 
social services. The actual numbers of Jewish poor were estimated to be much 
higher, but reticence held many back from applying for assistance. Economic 
crisis in Argentina, which was polarizing the population generally, also accentu- 
ated the gap between rich and poor Jews to the extent that it was becoming 
difficult for them to remain within the same institutions. While some Jewish 
families maintained their weekend cottages at country clubs, other families 
were no longer able to enroll their children in Jewish schools without finan- 
cial aid.* 

With the passage of time, social welfare became professionalized. The 
Jewish community of Sao Paulo, for example, maintains the following services, 
financed from within the community: a centralized hospital service to take 
responsibility for persons who need to be hospitalized for prolonged periods 
of time; social and economic assistance to new immigrants; a loan association; 
summer camp; Ezra Society, originally for assistance to the tubercular poor 
and now directed toward psychiatric care; homes for the aged; a polyclinic 
offering medical assistance at home, including an X-ray clinic, ambulance serv- 
ice, physiotherapy, dental care, and a pharmacy; a children’s aid center, offering 
services for children with special needs; the Brazilian branch of National Coun- 
cil of Jewish Women, which subsidizes and trains workers in rehabilitation 
through productive work; a children’s home for orphans and the maladjusted; 
and Alberto Einstein Hospital, whose facilities are open to the public. The 
professionals who staff these multivariate organizations are for the most part 
Jewish graduates of the Escola de Servigo Social da Pontificia Universidade 
Catélica de Sado Paulo. 

Some charitable and social welfare efforts among Latin American Jews 
have been subsidized by international Jewish organizations. Their interventions 
during the immigration period have already been mentioned. Two additional 
instances may be cited as representative. Many impoverished Russian Jews, 
adrift in Mexico after 1924, attempted to enter the United States illegally. If 
caught, they were subject to deportation to their port of embarkation—in most 
cases, Russia. To prevent such an outcome, B’nai B'rith gave assurances to the 
United States secretary of labor that they would care for Jewish illegals if the 
border patrol would deport them only as far as Mexico.” Together with the 
Industrial Removal Organization (a spin-off of the Baron de Hirsch Fund, 


162 AT HOME IN AMERICA 


created in 1904 to spread Jewish immigrants out over the United States instead 
of permitting them to pile up in East Coast slums), B'nai B'rith then went to 
work to create “contented Jews,” who would not be tempted to try crossing 
the border again. These organizations remained at work until 1931, when 
immigration into Mexico from non-Latin areas was phased out and there were 
no more new arrivals to rehabilitate. 

Similar international concern has been shown for Jewish communities that 
dwindled in size, leaving behind a residue of persons unable to care for them- 
selves. The end of World War II found seven hundred Jews in Cochabamba, 
Bolivia. Over the next twenty years, most of these left. Two hundred Jews 
remained in the city in 1965, 10 percent of them in the Jewish home for the 
aged. Six other Jewish institutions also existed in the city: a temple, a cemetery, 
a sports center, a community hall, a kindergarten, and a public dispensary that 
had been opened by the community as a philanthropic measure. The number 
and status of the Jews remaining in Cochabamba was inadequate to sustain all 
these institutions. Nevertheless, such social services were necessary to make 
life tolerable. The solution was for the Joint Distribution Committee to subsidize 
the community. 

Such charitable interventions had a variety of outcomes. On the one hand, 
many individuals and families were sustained over extremely difficult periods 
in their lives. This was particularly important considering that there was no 
possibility of government aid and the immigrants did not qualify for assistance 
from the church. Under these circumstances, the attrition of Jewish communi- 
ties was not permitted to result in the abandonment of the helpless and the 
nonproductive. For those capable of supporting themselves, agencies funded 
by United States Jews speeded their integration into their new environment 
and enabled them to become self-supporting (and taxpaying) citizens. 

On the other hand, the cumulative impact of these “American interventions” 
was to identify the Jewish communities with the United States. This was a 
result of historical accident, in that a free Jewish population had survived intact 
in the United States and was financially able to help. Identification with the 
United States had specific consequences in Latin America, however, where 
intervention by the United States has often been viewed as sinister. The result 
of the postwar resettlement period, when United States Jewish charities were 
most influential, was to create a community of interest between some Jews in 
Latin America and official representatives of the United States government. 
For example, the program of nationalization and land reform initiated by the 
government of Bolivia toward the end of 1952 included the expropriation 
of all Hochschild properties. There were some indications that the Bolivian 
authorities might consider the SOCOBO agricultural settlements as part of 
the Hochschild patrimony as well, and therefore SOCOBO administrators 
contacted the United States embassy in La Paz to certify that the American 
Joint Distribution Committee was owner of the land. Although this did no 
more than register a preexisting fact, it had the effect of placing local Jews 
under United States, rather than Bolivian, protection. 
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Credit 


Notoriously, credit in small amounts to people of no name has been nonexistent 
in Latin America. Provision of credit to the impoverished immigrants was a 
matter of immediate concern, and it was tackled at a variety of levels in all 
the areas of settlement. 

The first successful agricultural credit cooperatives in Argentina were 
founded by Jewish farmers of the Baron de Hirsch colonies.’ Founded at 
Lucienville in 1900, the Ershter Yiddisher Landwirtschaftlicher Farein started 
as a co-op for buying and selling produce and later became a representative 
organ for presenting the colonists’ grievances to the JCA administration. In 
the following decade, co-ops were founded in Clara, Moisesville, and Baron 
de Hirsch colonies. Typically, they marketed farm produce, operated a general 
store, issued loans and insurance, and disseminated agricultural information. 
As the colonization process accelerated, a movement grew to unite the co-ops 
in order, as it was said, to provide the colonies with an address on the Jewish 
street. This accomplished, the movement chronicled its achievements in its 
own newspaper, El Colono Cooperador, published for over fifty years (1917-70). 

Leadership in the co-op movement was taken by Miguel Sakharov, who is 
credited with uniting the Jewish colonists behind the idea of agrarian coopera- 
tion. Sakharov had led the unsuccessful negotiations with JCA over the provision 
of land for colonists’ sons. The co-op leaders then tried to buy land on the 
open market, but were unable to do so. The co-ops spun off credit unions, 
hospitals, libraries, schools, sports clubs, and sick funds. They were prepared 
for political action when a strike of farm workers at Villaguay gave rise to a 
show of anti-Semitism in the Entre Rios Chamber of Deputies in 1920. At 
that time, co-op leaders joined officers of JCA in presenting to the Chamber 
a memorandum listing the contributions of Jewish farmers to the province. In 
addition to providing a census of Jewish landholdings, schools, co-ops, and 
communal institutions, the memo reminded legislators that 220 Argentine- 
born Jews were serving in the armed forces or had already completed their 
national service.’ 

The Fraternidad Agraria, as it was known in its ultimate incarnation, served 
its members well during the agrarian crisis of the 1930s, when proportionately 
fewer Jewish than non-Jewish farmers were forced into bankruptcy, due to the 
availability of credit. In his assessment of Jewish agricultural colonization in 
Entre Rios, Winsberg concludes that “the Jewish colonies in Argentina have 
made their greatest contribution to the rural economy through their leadership 
in agricultural cooperatives. ... Lucienville’s cooperative became the model 
not only for the cooperatives which were established in all the other Jewish 
colonies but for the entire Argentine cooperative movement.” 

Another operation, typical for its time, was that of the Asociacién Femenina 
Hebrea de Cuba, which started up a Caja de Préstamos (Loan Fund) in 1937. 
Its twenty-three founding members bought shares totaling $350, then sold 
additional shares to members of the community for a grand total of $900. Their 
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The farmers of Moisesville, in Santa Fe province of Argentina, founded con- 
sumer and producer cooperatives. Blending their financial experience with the 
needs of the pampas, they sparked development of a cooperative movement 
nationwide. 


purpose was to aid the rehabilitation of small merchants, industrialists, widows 
and orphans by providing interest-free loans. Funds were lent to individuals 
to enable them to buy merchandise to peddle on the street so that, in the 
words of one informant, “our husbands could earn our daily bread and avoid 
becoming a burden on the public.” In the first year of its existence, the Caja 
made forty-six interest-free loans ranging in size from $5 to $50, repayable in 
weekly installments. This type of homemade banking by women was character- 
istic of self-help measures during the peddling era. 

A more sophisticated operation was the loan fund begun in La Paz on 
behalf of refugees through the agency of the American Joint Distribution 
Committee. When Leon Aronovici, the Joint representative, arrived in La Paz 
in 1940, he found already functioning a Hilfsverein—a relief organization 
for German Jewish refugees founded, funded, and staffed by officers of the 
Hochschild tin-mining company in association with other wealthy German 
Jews of the city. The Hilfsverein stood aloof from the East European Jews, 
some of whom could have contributed to the relief effort but who were not 
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approached because they were regarded as socially inferior. The East Europe- 
ans, for their part, did not rush to aid the new immigrants, who were Germans, 
nor could they see themselves working with the Hochschild group, whom they 
regarded as snobs. Aronovici realized that if he was to form a loan association 
and help the immigrants become self-supporting, he would first have to bring 
these warring groups together. This he was able to do (he regarded it as the 
most important outcome of his mission), and the loan fund was established, 
having on its board of directors both Germans and “Easterners.” The fund 
offered loans at 12 percent annually. That rate might seem high, Aronovici 
conceded, but the prevailing interest rate in Bolivia for small loans was 4 
percent monthly, or about 50 percent per year. 

Having reported establishment of the fund, Aronovici looked into the future 
to assess the possibilities for permanent settlement of Jews in Bolivia and found 
these in the manufacture of needed goods from local raw materials: “Bolivia 
lives from the mines, i.e., from the export of tin. The sacks for this are 
imported. ... There is no good vinegar, no decent ink, no bone buttons, no 
cartons, paper, etc. These articles, which would require relatively small capital, 
but proper expert knowledge, could provide a livelihood for many. Bolivia 
imports all kinds of canned vegetables and fruits from the States, whereas 
beautiful fruits grow in certain districts which are not made use of industrially.”” 
This expression is typical of those who became involved with the founding of 
loan associations. Their object invariably went beyond charity or even tempo- 
rary succor. They intended to enable individuals to become self-supporting 
and to establish themselves economically in their new homes. 

Credit for the small merchant or manufacturer lay at the heart of Jewish 
economic strivings all over Latin America. Moreover, Jewish credit unions 
provided the model and the impetus for formation of similar credit facilities 
by non-Jewish groups: of the 242 credit unions functioning in Argentina in 
1970, 124 were owned wholly or partially by Jews. But the success of the credit 
union movement had its downside. Inflation and high interest rates afflicted 
Argentina throughout the seventies and enriched the credit unions beyond the 
capability of some directors to manage their funds prudently. Swollen coffers 
attracted speculators, who operated on both sides of the law and invested too 
heavily in construction. That industry collapsed in the context of a deteriorating 
and increasingly panicked economy, and fraud in the management of the credit 
unions led to their widespread bankruptcy. Their collapse took down with them 
hundreds of thousands of small depositors. The harm done to individuals was 
not recouped for years; community institutions suffered because the coopera- 
tives had historically subsidized their budgets. Perhaps the worst damage was 
the revival of ancient antipathies to Jewish “money changers.” 


Publishing 


Cultural integration presented special problems for immigrants who arrived 
without knowledge of Spanish and who therefore could not read the national 
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press. But Jewish immigrants had arrived in Latin America with a well- 
developed sense of the importance of the printed word, and their desire to 
stay informed and to express their own opinions led to the development of a 
vigorous press (in Yiddish or German for the Ashkenazim, Ladino or Spanish 
for the Sephardim). Most communal institutions began publishing newsletters 
and magazines as soon as they opened their doors. All ideological factions— 
anarchist, Bundist, Zionist, syndicalist, cooperativist, assimilationist, religious, 
secular—established their own periodicals and newspapers. Additionally, scores 
of creative writers, poets, and journalists found an outlet in the party press 
closest to their own orientation or created literary vehicles for self-expression. 
In Argentina alone, thirty-seven newspapers and periodicals can be counted 
that were published between 1898 and 1970 and that lasted more than six 
months or six issues."” Among the longest lived were Di Folks Shtime 
(1898-1914) and Di Yidishe Zaitung (1914-73). For half a century, the Jewish 
community of Buenos Aires boasted two Yiddish-language dailies, the Zaitung 
and Di Presse. Although the Yiddish language predominated at first, by the 
1920s Spanish was emerging as the preferred language, especially for younger 
people. The spread of Spanish-language publishing beyond the bounds of the 
Sephardic community paralleled the passing of the immigrant generation and 
the narrowing of the cultural gap between Ashkenazim and their matrix socie- 
ties. Increasing numbers of journalists crossed the frontier between the two. 

Viewed externally, the most noteworthy feature of the Jewish press in Latin 
America is that it went unnoted in its heyday. Over the course of time, at least 
250 Jewish periodicals were published in Buenos Aires alone, not to mention 
the dozens published in other cities and beyond Argentina.'' Some were pub- 
lished over a period of fifty years and more. Yet no Jewish periodical, or any 
that can be identified as emanating from a Jewish source, was listed in the 
Indice general de publicaciones periddicas latinoamericanas, edited in the 1960s 
by the Pan American Union and the New York Public Library and occupying 
eight folio volumes. In the two-volume supplement, the judgment of the editors 
was expanded to include Comentario of Buenos Aires, but not the equally 
interesting Comentario of Rio de Janeiro. These two magazines (now defunct) 
were sister publications of the North American Commentary, which in its day 
was regarded as one of the most influential journals of opinion in the United 
States. Of the 250,000 entries in the Indice, some 50 are grouped under the 
subject heading “Jews of Latin America.” These citations fall into two groups: 
articles about Jewish agricultural settlement in Argentina and Christological 
speculation on the Jewish religion. No references appear for any literature 
emanating from Jewish sources, nor are there references to Latin American 
political or social developments as these relate to Jews. This singular lapse 
(Japanese in Brazil, for example, are well reported in the Indice) bespeaks 
the invisibility of Jewish Latin America and the isolation—might one say, 
quarantine?—of Jews that prevailed at that time, both in the majority culture 
and among observers of that culture. 

In its prime, the Jewish press was a vehicle for astute political observation 
and considerable literary creativity. Unfortunately, its scope and depth became 
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impoverished over time. Probably the decisive factor was the self-censorship 
of editors, who were led to understand that the entire Jewish community might 
be held responsible for the political views expressed in their papers. The result 
was a contraction of the political horizon scanned by the Jewish press and a 
rigidifying of views among its dedicated readers. As late as 1978, the Buenos 
Aires community muzzled the crusading editor of Nueva Presencia during the 
Argentine military repression by cutting off his supply of newsprint. Currently, 
the avowed Jewish press concerns itself almost exclusively with two categories 
of information: the situation of Jews in other countries, particularly Israel; and 
internal Jewish affairs, such as community elections and social news. Jewish 
newspapers published in Lima, Caracas, or Santiago are interchangeable, except 
for the faces in photographs of local notables. Seldom do serious think pieces 
appear, or articles about the republic in which they are published. The commu- 
nal newspapers published in the various republics resemble one another in 
editorial perspective as well. Their orientation is overwhelmingly Zionist 
(though two diehard Stalinist organs lingered for years in Buenos Aires and 
Montevideo). The disappearance of the numerous Yiddish newspapers that 
carried fiction and poetry as well as news, the wide-ranging political analyses 
that filled the pages of newspapers such as Havaner Lebn, either failed finan- 
cially or were forced to contract the scope of their efforts. Their disappearance 
represents a net loss to both Jewish and Latin American belles lettres. 

On the other hand, as Jewish readers gained access to the national press, 
they needed their own communal publications less. Journalists likewise no 
longer had to attach themselves to the Jewish media in order to gain a reader- 
ship. Argentine Jewish journalists such as Jacobo Timerman reached a national 
audience as editor of La Opinidn and an international readership with his 
denunciation of the military government, Prisoner without a name, cell without 
a number. Many Jewish creative writers have entered the national mainstream, 
some with, some without a specifically Jewish intellectual orientation. 

The lengthy quarantine of Jewish intellectuals stands in contrast to the experi- 
ence of their peers in the United States, who profoundly influenced contempo- 
rary American literature, contributing to it a distinctively Jewish component and 
in turn being adopted into the American literary canon. In searching for the 
causative factor, one cannot attribute the apartheid imposed on Jewish intellec- 
tual life in Latin America to any greater religiosity on the part of Latin American 
Jews that might have placed them voluntarily beyond the pale. To the contrary, 
all indications are that the majority of Jewish immigrants to Latin America were 
less observant than their cousins who migrated to the United States. 


Religious Practice 


The temperament of the immigrants and the nature of the societies to which 
they came go far to explain why religious congregations were not a priority 
item on the immigrants’ agenda. Many of the early immigrants to Latin America 


168 AT HOME IN AMERICA 


were drawn from sectors of world Jewry that were already partially assimilated 
to the gentile world. Such was the case with the French, German, and Alsatian 
Jews of the 1870s and 1880s. Entering the profoundly Catholic environments 
in Mexico and Chile, they apparently viewed the founding of synagogues as a 
needless provocation. 

Many East European Jews were more observant of religious practices, but 
here, too, the haskalah had made headway. The East European migration 
occurred at a time when religious and antireligious factions had the shtetl in 
turmoil. Even those who had been traditionalists at home were likely to discard 
many elements of ritual when they landed in the New World—indeed, escape 
from tradition was one force that propelled their emigration. Secularism was 
fortified by the intellectual atmosphere of the metropolitan centers of Argen- 
tina, Brazil, and Uruguay, where routinism had eroded the religious passions 
of the urban masses. As long as they were not forced into a defensive reaction 
by an overbearing church presence, many Jewish immigrants were content to 
adopt a secular orientation. Perhaps relieved at finding Catholic influence so 
nominal, they saw no need to agitate the religious question and generally 
remained apathetic toward it. 

This is not to deny the existence of a religious impulse among any Jewish 
immigrants to Latin America. The East Europeans who settled the Entre 
Rios agricultural colonies were observant; in their isolation, religious traditions 
continued of their own momentum until attenuated by time and the passing 
of the immigrant generation that had included religious personnel. But secular- 
ism and depopulation of the colonies determined the outcome: by 1959, there 
was no rabbi, circumciser, or ritual slaughterer in the entire province of En- 
tre Rios.' 

Sephardim are better known for their faithful attachment to organized 
religion, usually associated with a traditional style of family life. Congregagao 
Porta do Céu (Gates of Heaven) was founded by Sephardim from Africa, Syria, 
and Arabia in Belém do Pard at the turn of the century. There were four 
congregations of Syrian Jews in Mexico City in 1905, while the Alsatians still 
declined to declare themselves publicly. At the other end of the time scale, 
German Jews entering Sao Paulo just prior to World War IT made it their first 
order of business to found their own synagogue, Congregacao Israelita Paulista. 
The instantaneous adoption of a Portuguese rather than a Hebrew name con- 
forms to the haskalah orientation of this group, for whom Judaism had become 
only a religion, not an ethnic identity. 

There have been instances of an astonishing persistence of religious belief 
and practice. In Montevideo, communists supported their own cemetery and 
their own ritual slaughterer, who provided linke shekhitah (leftist ritual slaugh- 
ter). And in Sao Paulo a religious congregation was formed by aged Jewish 
prostitutes, remnants of the white slave trade, and their offspring. (Known 
participants in the trade were not admitted to mainline congregations.) Other 
groups were more interested in merging with the majority populations than 
in establishing Jewish houses of worship. 
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Another circumstance that delayed the founding of synagogues was that 
observance of the Jewish religion does not depend upon an institutional struc- 
ture; the presence of ten adult men (a minyan) is a sufficient condition for 
holding a religious service. This prayer unit can be brought together on an ad 
hoc basis to celebrate weddings and circumcisions, memorialize the dead, or 
observe the holidays, without any special framework. Indeed, the presence of 
a rabbi is not required. Therefore, in the early days when immigrants were 
few and far between and no sense of community united them, efforts to 
generate community participation were made only in times of personal crisis 
or during the High Holy Days (Rosh Hashanah and Yom Kippur, which occur 
in September or October). Thus we find the first minyan in Santiago gathering 
in a private home in 1906 to celebrate Rosh Hashanah. The following year, it 
was necessary to have a Jewish policeman released from duty in order to 
complete a quorum. The incident confirms a generalized lack of concern for 
religious as opposed to cultural activities: at the founding of the Sociedad 
Union Israelita de Chile the year before, eighty-seven persons signed the 
charter; and two years later, fifty-four persons signed the charter of the Jewish 
social club Filarménica Rusa." 

Overt organization of Jewish religious life in Mexico had to await the 
revolution of 1910, and then it occurred within an anticlerical context. The 
Constitution of 1917 vested ownership of churches and church property in 
the nation (Article 27); religious institutions could possess no juridical personal- 
ity, and only persons born in Mexico might serve as priests or ministers of 
religion (Article 130). These individuals were deprived of political rights. The 
strictest enforcement of these constitutional provisions occurred during the 
presidency of Plutarco Calles (1924-29), whose administration coincided with 
the greatest influx of Jewish immigrants. These, coming to Mexico with an anti- 
Catholic perspective, would have been attracted at first to the radical anti- 
Catholic policies of Calles. At the same time, the very elements of that policy 
that non-Catholic settlers found attractive also operated to impede the organiza- 
tion of Jewish community life. There was, for example, no such thing as a 
native-born Jew (at least, none who spoke Yiddish) and therefore no possibility 
of recruiting a rabbi to serve Ashkenazic congregations. Measures taken by 
the Mexican government to decrease popular fanaticism were equally effective 
in blocking transmission of the Jewish heritage. In an environment that re- 
mained ineradicably Catholic, if unchurched, Jewish children would inevitably 
cease to be Jewish. In this situation lay the motivation for the formation of 
religious congregations by persons who were not religious. Secularism in Mexico 
did not block the establishment of synagogues as much as it permeated them, 
turning the synagogues into further expressions of Jewish secularism. The 
numerically small Mexican Jewish community divided itself into seven mutually 
exclusive sectors, each representing a different national origin and each barri- 
caded behind the impenetrable fortress of its ancestral language. Alianza Monte 
Sinai, uniting Arabic-speaking Sephardim from Damascus, was the earliest 
congregation to be founded, in 1912. The later-arriving Yiddish-speaking Ash- 
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kenazim from Russia, Poland, and Lithuania originally worshiped together with 
the Sephardim, but a dispute over the proper reading of the Megillah of Esther 
(possibly fueled by the religious injunction to celebrate Purim by drinking a 
surfeit of wine) resulted in the founding of Nidje Israel in 1922. Two years 
later, Union Sefaradi came into existence, grouping Ladino-speaking Sephardim 
from Turkey, Greece, the Balkans, and Italy. Tsedaka U’marpe was founded by 
Arabic-speaking Sephardim from Aleppo in 1930. One hundred fifteen 
German-speaking Ashkenazic families from Germany, Austria, and Czechoslo- 
vakia founded Hatikva-Menora in 1939, Hungarian Jews founded Emuna in 
1942, and English-speaking Jews (largely from the United States) founded the 
Beth Israel Community Center in 1953." The range of countries of origin 
mentioned here clarifies the reasons separate congregations were desired: 
language, religious ritual, even dietary customs differed among these ethnic 
groups, and each felt more comfortable in a congregation that spoke their 
language. For the Americans, secularism was expressed more overtly by the 
formation of a community center rather than a house of worship. 

As time passed and the immigrant generation passed on, first the German 
and the Hungarian congregations melted away, and then the historically dis- 
tanced Damascene and Aleppine communities began to cooperate with one 
another. With the growth of religious identification occurring among United 
States Jews, the “American” community center evolved into a religious congre- 
gation. By 1994, all the ethnic communities were able to cooperate with the 
three major Mexican universities and the association for friends of Tel Aviv 
University in sponsoring a major research conference on Latin American Jewry. 

The Jewish community of Buenos Aires is similarly characterized by a 
multitude of religious congregations based on ethnic origin. In 1954, a survey 
of Buenos Aires synagogues located from eighty to one hundred synagogues.” 
Two years later, another observer identified twelve Russian, five Romanian, 
fourteen Polish, two Galician, and five German congregations. He viewed 
these as being “geared to preserve particularist trends in Judaism rather than 
preserve Jewish life as a whole.”'* Old customs fade slowly: Comunidades Judias 
for 1971-72 claimed “about 50” synagogues for Buenos Aires, fewer than half 
of which had rabbis. At the same time, a North American rabbi serving a Buenos 
Aires congregation called Latin American Jewish life “the most secularized in 
the West.”"" 

Compartmentalization by ethnic origin is the rule: the thousand Jews of 
La Paz formed three synagogues, one East European and two predominantly 
German. Guatemala City, with an estimated thirteen hundred Jews or less, 
likewise had three synagogues, Ashkenazi, German, and Sephardi—this in a 
population that is so secularized that it does not produce rabbinical students. 
Religious congregations seem to be part of a search for identity, rather than 
specifically religious institutions. The existence of a synagogue does not imply 
the presence of worshipers. “Santiago,” commented one respondent, “has five 
synagogues and no minyan.” Nor does the existence of a minyan imply the 
presence of a rabbi. The shortage of rabbis and other religious personnel 
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mirrored the shortage of priests in the same area. At one point, the Rothschild 
Foundation imported a rabbi to provide religious services to the Jews of Entre 
Rios and Santa Fe. In 1970, only forty-five rabbis were officiating on the entire 
continent. Many of these were elderly persons trained in a Europe that no 
longer existed. Others were Ladino-speaking Sephardim from vanished com- 
munities of North Africa. The Brazilian congregations were in a peculiarly 
difficult position inasmuch as there is no worldwide reservoir of Portuguese- 
speaking Jews from which their rabbis might be drawn. 

The rabbis who came with the nineteenth-century immigration represented 
the Orthodox tradition. Congregacién Kol Shearith Israel in Panama City was 
alone in retaining a rabbi of Reform tendencies. But neither Reform, nor the 
Conservative movement that attempts to bridge the two, made an impact on 
Latin America until the twilight years 1938-39. Sao Paulo's Congregagao Israel- 
ita Paulista adopted Reform from the start and, in the 1970s, employed a North 
American Reform rabbi, Henry Sobel, who continues to occupy that position. 
Rio de Janeiro’s Associagao Religiosa Israelita, which stems from the same 
German migration, also adopted Reform and in the 1980s employed as rabbi 
a U.S.-trained Argentine, Roberto Graetz. When these congregations formed, 
movements for modernization of the Jewish religion had been well established 
in Europe and North America for over a hundred years. But despite some 
openings toward change, it would be fair to say that Jewish expectations of 
reform within the Catholic Church in conformance with decisions of Vatican 
II (the aggiornamento, or updating of teachings relating to the Jews) were not 
until recently matched by efforts toward reform within Judaism. 

In the sixties and seventies, it appeared that Judaism might well die out 
on the southern continent. A 1966 survey of Jewish university youth in Sao 
Paulo revealed a strong tendency to abandon the patterns of traditional Judaism. 
Only 45 percent of a sample of Jewish students declared a belief in God, while 
38 percent declared themselves to be atheists and 17 percent undecided. 
Synagogue attendance every Saturday was reported by only 4 percent of Jewish 
youth. Of all those who attended synagogue either occasionally or frequently, 
only 31 percent stated that they actually prayed; 66 percent declared they did 
not know how; and 3 percent that they knew how but were not motivated to 
pray. “In face of such results, it is inevitable to conclude that the young Jewish 
university student is abandoning religion. . . . [He] is not antireligious but simply 
unreligious. . .. His abandoning of religion does not occur due to an ideology 
contrary to religion, but simply due to indifference.”'* Nowhere did native sons 
come forward in any number to train for the rabbinate and spiritual leadership 
of their communities. 

A start toward Jewish aggiornamento was made in 1954, when the few 
Conservative synagogues on the southern continent affiliated with the Conser- 
vative movement in the United States. This was followed a decade later by 
formation of a Seminario Rabinico in Buenos Aires under the leadership of 
Rabbi Marshall Meyer, a New England Yankee. The Seminario quickly began 
to fill the need for Spanish-speaking religious personnel educated in both 
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religious and secular modes (seminary students also matriculate at a university). 
The Seminario opened a day school (elementary through high school), adult 
education courses, a teacher-training program, and the best library of Judaica 
and Hebraica on the continent and arranged for the translation of numerous 
religious works, including prayer books, from Hebrew into Spanish.'* 

The development of modern alternatives in Jewish spirituality has an impor- 
tance beyond cultic competition. The early generations of Orthodox rabbis 
imported from abroad (England, Russia, Syria) regarded themselves as guardi- 
ans of religious purity. They, and the ultra-Orthodox congregations over which 
they presided, resisted innovations such as the introduction of Spanish/ Portu- 
guese into the service, or the mixed-sex seating of men and women, and thereby 
forfeited the allegiance of generations of Jewish youth, who felt increasingly 
alienated from the only Judaism they knew. A particular barrier was the prohibi- 
tion of conversion to Judaism in Argentina, even if proper Orthodox procedure 
were followed, instituted in the 1920s by both Sephardic and Ashkenazic rabbis. 
This prohibition, intended as a bar to intermarriage with non-Jews, became 
an impediment to the formation of Jewish families through conversion of the 
non-Jewish partner. The ban remained in force until the 1960s.” 

The Seminario reversed the obsolescence of Jewish tradition as practiced 
in Latin America by training a generation of young women and men to assume 
leadership roles in their communities. Rabbi Meyer also instituted a conversion 
process similar to that available in the United States, thereby encouraging the 
formation of new Jewish families, and incidentally provoking the Orthodox to 
break with tradition and accept voluntary converts also. Without considering 
the respective merits of Orthodox and Conservative interpretations of Judaism, 
it is apparent to the observer that attendance at Orthodox synagogues is sparse 
and consists largely of old men, while the Conservative synagogues fill with 
large numbers of young married couples and their children. It is not uncommon 
to see boys and girls small enough to be seated two to a chair leading the 
congregation in prayer. Conservative and Reform congregations have also 
attracted adolescents, the age group most difficult to reach, a phenomenon 
observed by the author in Argentina, Mexico, and Cuba. 


Education 


The absorption of immigrants into Latin American societies was retarded by 
the absence of that most effective of acculturating institutions, the tax- 
supported public school. Whatever may have been the verbal dedication of 
successive governments to the cause of universal education, many areas of the 
interior-—an evocative word—remained without schools during the nine- 
teenth century. Pleas by educators that governments take cognizance of the 
poor and train their sons for productive labor—that they “colonize the country 
with its own inhabitants’—went unheeded. Education in Latin America was 
confined to a relative few and retained an elitist bias inherited from colonial 
days. 


“The Jewish Street” 173 


There is, by contrast, almost universal literacy among Jews. Entering Latin 
American societies at a very low socioeconomic level, their initial contact was 
with unschooled gauchos and campesinos, the “broken” men in transition from 
countryside to city, illiterate denizens of villas miserias. Confronted by the 
prodigious gap between themselves and the people they met, Jews worried 
lest their own children adopt a culture whose manifestations they regarded as 
inferior to their own. They had come to a new world to give their children a 
better chance in life than they had had, not to watch them sink to a level 
where they would remain marginal to society. The small, educated criollo elite 
comprised a sophisticated haute monde with which immigrants were most 
unlikely to come in contact. The schools they had created for their children 
were deemed untenable by Jewish families, for Catholic norms prevailed even 
where lay control had been established. Jewish parents dreaded having their 
children cast in the role of deicides. Even worse was the possibility that school 
would turn their children into their worst enemies. Interviews with Jewish 
families living in the Cuban countryside in 1933, published in Havaner Lebn, 
the Yiddish-language newspaper, shed light on the situation of immigrants 
living in isolation well into the twentieth century. 


“This Jewish family seized upon the visitor from Havana to ask about 
the availability of Jewish education in the capital. They are prepared 
to sacrifice everything in order to move their daughter out of her present 
ambience. Her friends attend a convent school, but tell this child she 
cannot go there because her parents killed Christ. Naturally, she cannot 
be allowed to become Christ’s bride, as they shall all be. The daughter 
has begun to call her parents judio in the common pejorative way. And 
these parents—who are not even religious!—find the traditional hatreds 
imposed upon their child, turning her into their enemy.” 


The need to provide education for Jewish children in a mode that would 
not traumatize families was the principal reason for the formation of Jewish 
communities, as contrasted to the settlement of individual families. Schools 
were needed in areas where existing schools were private and Catholic, admit- 
ting non-Catholic children either capriciously or not at all; these often purveyed 
an education that was unacceptable to Jewish parents. Schools were needed 
to provide basic education in areas where private and public schools were 
simply nonexistent. 

The creation of schools was fundamental to the creation of Jewish communi- 
ties because a critical mass of parents was required to start a school, which, 
once started, attracted to itself children from other families. Once brought 
together for a common cause, parents found other communal needs that could 
be satisfied through organized effort. Daniel Levy has brought attention to 
two parameters of Jewish educational autonomy. The first is the degree of 
freedom allowed by state and corporate bodies to create private schools. The 
second is the balance to be struck between maintaining Jewish identity (how- 
ever defined) and enabling students to take their place within national socie- 


174 AT HOME IN AMERICA 


ties.’ To these, a third parameter may be added: which ideology was to 
control instruction? 

Ladino speakers typically enrolled their children in existing state or private 
schools on arrival and arranged supplemental instruction for boys in sufficient 
Hebrew to enable them to say their prayers. German Jews arriving in the 
1930s followed a similar course, having already accepted the idea of translating 
their lives into the language of the land. Furthermore, by the time they arrived, 
most nations had expanded and improved their school systems, particularly i in 
locations favored by this migration, the urban areas of Brazil and Chile. 

The problem of education was most intractable for East Europeans. There 
were few secular school systems in the years of heaviest Ashkenazic immigra- 
tion; these immigrants did not know Spanish or Portuguese; they were unfamil- 
iar with Catholic institutions and deeply fearful of them; and many were 
endowed with a strong sense of Jewish peoplehood that stimulated the desire 
to ensure Jewish survival in this alien environment. It was almost always the 
East Europeans who took the initiative in founding “integral” schools—all-day 
schools integrating secular and religious curricula. The trend to an integral 
education was also fortified by governments that legislated a Catholic curricu- 
lum. This was the case in Colombia and Peru, and also for a time in Argentina. 

The need for schools became apparent immediately in the colonies of the 
Jewish Colonization Association. Despite the avowed desire of the Argentine 
government to provide free universal education, there were no government 
schools in the villages near which the colonies were situated. The original 
settlers, Yiddish-speaking Ashkenazim, if left to themselves, would probably 
have reconstructed the heder and talmud torah schools with which they were 
familiar (a system of combined religious and secular study, carried on in the 
Yiddish language and with emphasis on the teaching of Hebrew for the purpose 
of prayer). The JCA administrators, as we have seen, regarded themselves as 
emancipators who wanted to hasten in all possible ways the assimilation of the 
settlers into the Argentine countryside. When the colonists demanded schools, 
JCA set these up on the model of schools then being run by the Alliance 
Universelle Israelite in the Middle East and staffed by Spanish-speaking North 
Africans. Relations between teachers and parents were strained by their cultural 
differences, each group being firmly attached to its own version of Judaism. 
After considerable agitation, the colonists, who during the 1920s were footing 
an increasing percentage of the costs, acquired control over the curriculum, 
which reverted to a more Ashkenazic cast. 

In 1904, the government of the province of Entre Rios sent an inspector 
to visit the JCA schools. He found 850 children attending sixteen different 
schools,”* supported with an annual budget of 33,200 pesos. The Argentine 
curriculum was being taught in Spanish, with courses in the “3 Rs,” calligraphy, 
geography, history, and singing. The inspector applied to the children the 
Lockean stamp of approval: mens sana in corpore sano. “From the beginning,” 
he added, “they learn three languages: Spanish, Hebrew, and their jargon” 
(Yiddish)! Nevertheless, it was these schools that in 1908 attracted the hostile 
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attention of Argentine jingoes, who charged that they were un-Argentine in 
character and staffed by foreigners who despised Argentina. 

The attacks were based on a report by the former director general of 
education in Entre Rios, who had never visited the schools himself. They were 
given intellectual respectability by the Argentine intellectual Ricardo Rojas, 
who used the report to bolster his attack on the nation’s liberal immigration 
policy in his 1909 book La restauraci6n nacionalista.” Such charges continued 
to be launched over the years as part of the campaign to discredit immigration. 
But the idea that JCA schools were impeding the acculturation of Jewish 
children could have been refuted by reading the reports emanating from Jewish 
educators. It was clear from the start that the children would not learn Yiddish, 
the principal storehouse of immigrant culture. The atrophying of this language 
has now been documented by surveys conducted in the 1950s among Jews 
living in cities of the Argentine interior, who were largely descendants of settlers 
in the JCA colonies. At that date, Spanish had already become the universal 
language of the Argentine-born. Yiddish-speaking parents who used both lan- 
guages when talking to their grown children used only Spanish with younger 
ones. In almost all cases, children who reported speaking Yiddish with their 
parents spoke Spanish with their siblings.” The general attractiveness of the 
Argentine landscape, the comparative malleability of society in face of the 
massive onslaught of immigrants, and the natural desire of second-generation 
immigrant children to be accepted by society at large were quite enough to 
start Jewish children speaking Spanish, even in the absence of state-supported 
schools. Yiddish-language instruction persisted much longer in the capital, 
however. The last Yiddish-based school in Buenos Aires, the Sholom Aleijem, 
closed its doors only in 1995. Thus a reservoir of speakers of elegant Yiddish 
survives in Argentina today. The editing and publication of a library of one 
hundred masterworks of Yiddish literature, Musterverk fun der Idisher Li- 
teratur, represented a major Argentine contribution to the world of letters. 

Schools were also needed to transmit the Jewish religion. Sometimes these 
schools were handmade artifacts, as exemplified by a memoir from Mexico City. 


In the summer of 1923 a group of immigrants arrived, mostly from 
France, and among them were many orphans of school age. With the 
help of some acquaintances, I interested myself in them. Up on the 
roof, under an dl-enbricine sun, I cut a stencil, and then in a few 
hours a packet of circulars emerged from the mimeograph machine. 
The children divided them up for delivery to “the masses,” inviting 
them to a meeting. The results justified the labor, because we then 
founded the first Talmud Torah (religious school), where I became 
the teacher.” 


Ultimately, the Jewish school system of Mexico came to be regarded as the 
finest in the diaspora. The conditions for its creation were similar to those 
surrounding formation of the JCA schools in that an educational void existed 
at the time of the immigrants’ arrival. Mexico had disestablished the church 
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and prohibited clerical personnel from teaching. But the state did not suddenly 
develop the capacity to provide schooling for all children. Therefore, the various 
national groups in the federal district (Spaniards, French, Germans, and others) 
were encouraged to start their own schools. The Yiddishe Shule, or Colegio 
Israelita, was founded in 1924, the first year of large-scale Ashkenazic immigra- 
tion. In keeping both with official Mexican secularism and with the worldly 
orientation of these immigrants, the Shule followed a secular curriculum. 
Families of the original twenty-six students “represented all ideological tenden- 
cies,” a situation that, the essayist remarks, “could not last long.” An ideological 
struggle among Zionists, Communists, socialists, and dissident factions among 
these major tendencies smoldered within the school for years, ending with the 
exodus of the nonconforming groups. Ultimately, ten separate schools were 
established. In 1955, these schools enrolled a total of 3,200 children, and 84 
percent of them were being taught in Yiddish. Fifteen years later, Jewish schools 
enrolled more children—5,475—but these represented a smaller percentage 
of the now larger Jewish population of the capital city. Only 10 percent of 
these were receiving instruction in Yiddish.” The decline of Yiddish as the 
medium of instruction cleared the way for Spanish and renewed encounter 
with the Sephardim. Its substitution by ‘modern Hebrew, language of the State 
of Israel, signaled the victory of Zionism over other ideological factions and 
the relegation of diaspora culture to a past which many Zionists regarded as 
unworthy of the reborn Jewish people.” 

The substitution of Spanish or Portuguese for other vernaculars is the 
dominant trend among the descendants of Jewish immigrants all over Latin 
America, as illustrated by a 1950s survey of the Jews of Valparaiso, Chile. Two- 
thirds of children under age eighteen reported knowing no Yiddish at all, a 
proportion that rose to 90 percent for children both of whose parents were 
born in Latin America.” A more recent survey of language spoken in the home 
among Jews of Sao Paulo showed an even more rapid adaptation. Fifty-eight 
percent of respondents gave Portuguese as their main language, while 33 
percent named it as their second; Yiddish placed next, with 15 percent listing 
it first and 27 percent second.” 

Following formation of the State of Israel, Yiddish was replaced by Hebrew 
in most Jewish schools, and Israel became the preferred locus for teacher 
training. Financial subsidies for Latin American schools were allocated by the 
World Zionist Organization and the Jewish Agency. Zionism conquered the 
schools on the way to conquering the communities as a whole. Leftist ideologies 
and the Yiddish schools, which sometimes were their vehicles, were discredited 
by Soviet anti-Semitism and decayed. 

A correlation exists between the quality of national schools and the attrac- 
tiveness of Jewish schools. The association was not often made by Jewish 
educators, who tended to attribute lagging enrollment to some moral failing 
in their pupils. But the fact of the matter is that these schools, founded at a 
time when there was an educational vacuum, no longer seemed so vital once 
that vacuum was filled. The test of this hypothesis lies in a comparison between 


“The Jewish Street” 177 


Jewish school systems in secularized societies with Jewish school systems in 
republics where the church has retained a controlling interest. 

In relatively secularized Argentina, Jewish education has been the subject 
of a century of expenditure of funds and effort. Over the course of time, a 
central education committee succeeded in unifying school governance over a 
wide range of schools that differed in ideology and language of instruction. 
Eventually, leaders in the schools movement “captured” the leadership of the 
organized Jewish community as a whole, thus assuring the schools their financial 
support.® Yet, in the 1960s, fewer than 20 percent of Argentine-born Jews 
had received any Jewish education at all, and that mostly on a part-time basis. 
Interestingly, the proportion of Jewish children enrolled in Jewish schools 
tended to rise from one-half of children eligible for nursery school to a majority 
of first graders. Thereafter, there was a steady and unrelenting erosion of 
enrollment until completion of the secondary cycle: for 1,885 children entering 
first grade, only 126 graduated the twelfth, or 1 in 15.* These children were 
not leaving the educational process altogether, but transferring to government 
or other private schools. 

As Jewish families entered the middle class, they shifted their children 
from communal schools at the elementary and secondary levels to prestigious 
secular schools in the private sector, most especially, those that are oriented 
to the United States. Increasingly, Mexican Jews enroll their children in the 
more prestigious private schools, especially those where English is the language 
of instruction. The majority of Jewish youth of Sao Paulo who are of gindsio 
or colegio age attend the great private schools of the city, those attended by 
the sons and daughters of the elite. There they not only learn their academic 
subjects but also make the professional and social contacts that will be invaluable 
to them in later life. The Jewish school, no matter how good academically—and 
some are very good indeed—cannot provide what is most desired: entry into 
general society and upward mobility within it. 

In the 1970s and 1980s, primary enrollment fluctuated, with a steady dimi- 
nution from 1983 to 1989; but secondary school enrollment in Buenos Aires 
nearly doubled, from 2,613 to 5,071 pupils.* While the educational researcher 
makes no attempt to correlate Jewish school enrollment with state policy, it is 
suggestive that enrollment of teenagers increased during the years of military 
repression when parents made great efforts to shelter their children from 
involvement in the civil war that gripped Argentina. According to another 
report, in the 1980s, 63 percent of Jewish children in Argentina aged three to 
seventeen attended Jewish educational institutions, most of them all-day 
schools.* 

In Chile, where overtly secular norms prevail, fewer than 25 percent of 
Jewish children were reported to be attending Jewish schools of any kind in 
the early 1970s. Chilean Jews credit this fact to the high degree of acceptance 
their children find in national and private schools. For many years, Chile was 
the only country in Latin America, apart from Panama, where a Jew could 
legally become president. Lack of a religious bar to office is not unrelated to 
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a secular educational system that accommodates Jews, making a parochial 
school system irrelevant. The story from another secular, industrializing coun- 
try, Brazil, is interesting. Matriculation figures for Jewish integral schools in 1969 
showed 50 percent of Jewish children enrolled in preprimary, kindergarten, and 
primary; 38.5 percent at the gindsio level; and 9 percent at the level of the 
colegio.* Jewish schools were funneling their students into the national schools 
of the republic. Twenty years later, 10,000 out of 22,000 Jewish children aged 
3 to 18 attended Jewish schools, almost all of them all day. Most of those who 
did not attend Jewish schools were enrolled in other private schools.* Figures 
are lacking to indicate whether a similar pattern of increased enrollment in 
Jewish schools developed in Chile. 

The situation in republics where the school system is dominated by the 
church is distinct. Peru’s Jewish school system has continually enrolled 90 
percent of Jewish school-age children in Lima.” In Colombia in the 1970s, 
where a Concordat governed relations between church and state, an over- 
whelming majority of Jewish children were enrolled in Jewish integral schools: 
92 percent in Cali, 84 percent in Medellin, 68 percent in Barranquilla (in the 
latter city, Sephardim did not join the day-school movement).” Research has 
also established a direct relationship between the size of a Jewish community 
and the number of schools it maintains. Small communities overcome ideologi- 
cal and ethnic differences to support a single system. Once communities attain 
30,000—40,000 members, these differences display themselves in a full range 
of schools that reflect the ideology or ethnic origins of their founders." 

The names of schools provide an interesting indication of their orientation. 
Schools using Yiddish as the language of instruction adopted the names of 
authors who wrote in that language, such as Sholom Aleichem, C. N. Bialik, 
or Y. L. Peretz. Zionist-oriented schools chose the names of Israel’s national 
leaders such as Chaim Weizmann. The Cali school bears an ambiguous identity. 
It is named for Jorge Isaacs, a native son and author of Maria, an early Spanish 
American novel that was adopted into the literary canon. Isaac’s father was a 
British Jew from Jamaica but his mother was Catholic, so technically the author 
was not Jewish under prevailing standards, though he is popularly regarded 
as such. Western Europeans seem to prefer the name of Max Nordau, a 
westernized Jew, while the Lima school is named for a converso whose grand- 
father was burned at the stake. The ambiguity of the identification that Jewish 
children of Lima are daily asked to make at Colegio Leén Pinelo is apparent. The 
Jewish colegio in Havana, nationalized by the government in 1961, underwent a 
name change from Theodor Herzl, the founder of political Zionism, to Albert 
Einstein. The world-famous scientist remained acceptable to Fidel Castro 
when his government broke relations with Israel, the state that grew out of 
Herzl’s vision. 

The controlling factor in the success of Jewish schools seems not to be the 
amount of effort and funds expended by parents or the moral fiber of their 
children, but rather the extent to which secular educational options exist. 
The highest enrollments in Jewish schools are to be found in small Jewish 
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communities situated in countries where church and state are united or incom- 
pletely separated and that do not have large immigrant components in their 
populations (Peru, Colombia, even Mexico). In relatively secularized societies 
with large immigrant populations (Argentina, Chile, Brazil), the proportion of 
Jewish children enrolled in Jewish schools is low despite the expenditure of 
prodigious effort and substantial funds for the maintenance of communal 
schools. It is no exaggeration to say that the determining factor in success or 
failure of Jewish schools to retain their students has been the degree to which 
Jewish children have been able to attend national or private schools without 
undergoing protracted psychological trauma. It is in that light that we can 
regard Levy’s calculation that, although Latin America’s 65,050 children aged 
6 to 17 years are only 5 percent of the total diaspora population of that age 
(excluding the former Soviet Union), they account for 18 percent of total day 
school enrollments. Furthermore, while an average 13 percent of children in 
the global diaspora are in day schools (as opposed to supplemental instruction), 
fully half the Latin American cohort are in day schools.” Generally regarded 
as a triumph for Jewish education, the figures may also be an index of the 
viability of national schools for Jewish children. 

The Catholic Church and its enforcers in the military emerge as prime 
delimiters of Jewish identity. Restricted opportunity for Jews in ecclesiastically 
dominated societies results in the formation of protected reserves, within which 
Jewish parents attempt to preserve the dignity and identity of their children. 
Conversely, where society is relatively open, Jewish children enter the national 
educational mainstream as soon as they are old enough to vote with their feet 
and despite great efforts by their elders to slow them down. There is no 
evidence whatever that Jewish schools obstruct the acculturation of immigrants, 
as it was feared they would. To the contrary, Jewish educators despair that the 
schools have failed to forge a functional Jewish identity among second- and 
third-generation Latin American Jews, leading to considerable angst over the 
future of Jewry on the continent. 

The real success of the Jewish educational system has been its record of 
integrating Jewish children into the mainstream of society. Jewish schools 
provided basic education at the elementary and colegio levels at times and in 
settings where governments failed to fulfill this function. Thus they enabled 
Jewish youths to qualify for admittance to the national universities, nearly all 
of which are open to applicants on the basis of merit. As the economic situation 
changed, the schools changed, too. In the 1990s, the opening of new technical 
training schools in Argentina and Chile provided a type of education not 
available from public institutions. ORT technical high school in Buenos Aires 
has a state-of-the-art electronics lab and offers its 2,000 students courses in 
industrial design, communications, computerized business administration, and 
photography. Education has been the great escalator, lifting the children of 
immigrants into the professionally trained middle and upper strata of their 
national societies. 
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Institutionalizing Ethnicity 


A pattern of intra-Jewish discord emerged as soon as Jews of different prove- 
nance came in contact with one another.“ The rivalry between Lithuanians 
and Galicians, which is no more than a source of humor among North American 
Jews, was set in concrete in the Latin American communities by their founding 
separate institutions. The Russians, who claim to speak better Yiddish than 
either, are patronizing of them both; all share a passionate dislike of Germans, 
who “aren’t even Jews.”* For their part, Germans have a tendency to believe 
all Jews would be better off if the East Europeans were just not so Jewish. Ethnic 
rivalry permeates the Sephardic as well as the Ashkenazic camp. Antagonism 
between Jews of Aleppo and of Damascus, rooted in Middle Eastern history, 
prompted these groups to organize separately following their emigration to the 
New World. Ladino-speaking Jews, who regard themselves as inhabiting a more 
rarefied cultural plane than Arabic speakers, did not organize jointly with them, 
though Ashkenazim lump them all together as Sephardim. So long as each group 
insisted upon each jot and tittle of its religious liturgy, separate synagogues were 
required. Despite prolonged negotiations, Sephardim and Ashkenazim often 
could not agree to bury their dead in the same cemetery. The Yiddish-language 
schools, pride of the Ashkenazim, by their nature excluded Sephardim. The 
very active Yiddish literary world met no more appreciation among Spanish 
Jews than among Spanish Catholics. Sephardim, with their roots in the Ottoman 
Empire, refrained at first from supporting the Zionist movement, which they 
perceived as an Ashkenazic enterprise that threatened the status of their rela- 
tives still living under Turkish rule. This attitude changed slowly over the years, 
especially following the Six Day War in 1967, which caused an upwelling of 
Jewish pride all over the world. Though diversity can be a source of strength, 
one suspects that in the formative years of these communities, interethnic 
hostility sapped the vitality of Jewish life. 

A perceptive observer has explained ethnic antagonisms among Jews in the 
following way: 


The difficulties of assimilation to the customs and language of the new 
home were already so great that it was unnecessary to create other 
problems in order to live with Jews who originated from different 
countries. Also, the Jewish immigrant from a Mediterranean country 
was as little familiar to the immigrant Jew of Western Europe as to other 
non-Jewish citizens of Brazil. Many factors contributed to the isolation 
of each group, among which [was]—why not say it?—prejudice.* 


A secular nationalizing ideology might have absorbed the devotional ener- 
gies of Jewish immigrants, overcoming their parochial loyalties. But during the 
years of heaviest immigration, the Latin American republics failed to develop 
an ideology capable of embracing non-Catholic immigrants. The most all- 
embracing institution of the republics remained the Catholic Church. Immi- 
grants who were Catholic could be received into it with relative ease, thus 
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relieving the trauma of the migratory process. For Jews, identification with 
the church was impossible. Thus many immigrants emphasized their Jewish 
tradition in order to provide themselves with needed social and psychological 
support and to provide their children with an identity capable of sustaining 
them in a milieu that was felt to be fundamentally hostile to them. This Jewish 
tradition, or better, these Jewish traditions, were then further narrowed to 
Russian-, Syrian-, Moroccan-Jewish and so on, because it was the only way 
that individuals knew to be Jewish. In re-creating the lifestyles they brought 
from home, they inadvertently walled themselves off from coreligionists whose 
customs differed from their own. These barriers endured in the absence of 
national traditions with which the immigrants could identify. 

In all of this, one feels that a great opportunity was somehow missed. As 
the editor of La Luz put it in 1960: “Argentina was a new world for Sephardim: 
it returned us to the Spanish-speaking world, and at the same time brought us 
once more into contact with Ashkenazim.”“ Jewish migration to Latin America 
presented the possibility of a reunion between these two branches of the 
Jewish people who had lived apart for centuries. For some, it opened the vista 
of reunion with the Spanish world, abandoned in such sorrow 450 years earlier, 
and the dawn of a neo-Sephardic renaissance. This reunion did not occur, 
whether for lack of vision, overly rigid attachment to tradition, failure of nerve, 
or lack of leadership. The cultural affinities of Sephardim to the Latin American 
ambience were not utilized to ease the entry of Jews as a group into the matrix 
society. It took the shock of the Holocaust, the pride in achievement of a 
Jewish state, and the passing of the immigrant generation, to bring Latin 
American Jews to acceptance of a vision of themselves simply as Jews, without 
Old World modifiers. In the last third of the twentieth century, inherited 
national and linguistic barriers were wearing thin. The native-born generations 
were uninterested in the Old World quarrels that had divided their parents 
and grandparents, and were willing to unify their institutions, a reordering 
that was warranted in any case by the financial stress caused by dwindling 
membership in the old landsmannschaften. Easing of Ashkenazic/Sephardi 
relations has been signaled by increased cooperation at the organizational level 
and the election of officers across ethnic lines. In the mid-1990s, Ruben Baraja 
was elected president of the DAIA. Presumably, Baraja and Carlos Sail Menem, 
president of Argentina, were able to find mutual ground in their common 
origins in Syria. 


The Kehillah 


All these institutions and activities—and more—are brought together in the 
kehillah, which evolved as the heart of each Latin American Jewish community. 
No precise English word exists to describe this institution; for that reason, the 
Hebrew term is employed here. The schools, sports clubs, synagogues, libraries, 
youth groups, social service agencies, and landsmannschaften described in this 
chapter eventually united under the kehillah umbrella in exchange for financial 
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support and representation on its governing board. Social welfare agencies, 
and in some cases, the Jewish schools, became functions of the kehillah itself. 
The precise arrangements by which these varied activities were brought into 
coordination with one another vary with each community's particular history; 
but over the years, communities have become more and more centralized, and 
more and more financially dependent on their governing body. The principal 
source of funding—especially since the collapse of the credit unions—has been 
cemetery fees. However, in recent years, the contribution of various Israeli 
ministries to the Jewish educational ‘effort has become preponderant. 

The kehillah has a long history, predating Jewish settlement in Latin 
America. Until the nineteenth century, European, Near Eastern and African 
governments mandated the creation of kehillot, using them as a mechanism 
for imposing taxes on Jews collectively, to draft a quota of men for the army, 
and in general to deal with Jews as a discrete caste. In modern times, following 
the emancipation of the Jews, kehillot survive as voluntary associations because 
they supply needed services to their members. The kehillah as an institution 
exists in one form or another in most lands of the diaspora, adapting to local 
political conditions; in the United States, they are known as Jewish Welfare 
Boards or Jewish Community Councils. No American kehillah ever achieved 
the centrality or the universal membership of its historical prototype, because 
all are voluntary associations rather than impositions of government. However, 
they generally assume the role of principal spokesmen of their respective 
communities. As voluntary organizations, their importance, their relevance to 
Jews, and the political clout they wield on the national scene depend on what 
else is going on nationwide. For that reason, it is useful to trace the trajectory 
of some of these kehillot, and the obstacles they faced in achieving unity. 

In the case of Mexico, as we have seen, ethnic and linguistic differences 
led to extreme fragmentation of community life.* In 1938, events in Europe 
impelled these communities to form a representative body in support of refu- 
gees and in order to represent Jewish interests before the Mexican government. 
Intended also to open channels of communication among the different ethnic 
communities of Jews, the Comité Central de la Comunidad Judfa de México, 
as it was ultimately called, attracted 63 Jewish organizations by 1952. Ten of 
these were religious, nine communal, eight cultural, ten charitable, ten Zionist, 
ten juvenile, and six functional, such as the sports club and the communal 
newspaper. The Comité’s board of directors was proportionally divided by 
ethnic group among sixteen Yiddish speakers (a majority), five Ladino speakers, 
three German Jews, two Hungarians, and two Sephardim from Damascus and 
two from Aleppo.” Ideologically viewed, Zionists were in the majority, with 
“progressives” proportionately represented. 

At that date, Nidje Israel, the congregation of the Russians and Poles, was 
trying to convert itself into a kehillah, an effort that was being resisted by the 
other sectors. Like the others, it had already established a panoply of social 
services. Within the next few years, the Nidje Israel group was successful in 
forming a kehillah; Sephardim then formed their own. Ultimately, Mexico 
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City had no fewer than seven kehillot, each with its own schools, religious 
congregations, cultural activities, social welfare agencies, home for the aged, 
and ancillary financial and administrative services. In this situation, the kehillah, 
an organization that was intended to unify Jews, became instead a bulwark of 
disunion, fortifying the differences that separated Jews from one another. Only 
in the last decade of the twentieth century did the passage of time resolve 
some of these differences. With the aging of the immigrant generation, the 
smaller kehillot disappeared entirely and ancestral quarrels receded into the 
distance. The 1995 sample survey of Jewish Mexicans found that 34.5 percent 
identify as Ashkenazi, 26.5 percent as Sephardi, 3.2 percent as Hallebi (stem- 
ming from Aleppo), and 2.6 percent as Shami (stemming from Damascus). 
Those identifying as both Ashkenazi and Sephardi equaled 2.2 percent of the 
sample, while “simply Jewish” scored a resounding 29.7 percent.” The Comité 
Central now asserts greater importance, especially in managing the communi- 
ties’ relations with the government and the general public. It remains to be 
seen whether the Comité or any other body can achieve the flexibility that will 
be required effectively to convert itself into the sole kehillah for Mexico City. 

Another obstacle to unity has been the diversity of political opinion. The 
intersection of ideological with ethnic fault lines created a complex field of 
(bloodless) battles, which often took place within the precincts of the Jewish 
schools. 


During the 1940s, Mexico City’s Jewish schools became an ideological 
battlefield, the site for waging political warfare among the city’s diverse 
Ashkenazi community. What began as a struggle to emphasize Zionist 
ideology in the ethnic school curriculum escalated into a fight to establish 
an ideological hegemony over the entire community’s cultural and politi- 
cal life. By the end of this decade of conflict, Zionists had gained 
dominance over the community’s largest school, giving them a strategic 
platform from which to promote their ethnic agenda and, at the same 
time, to diminish the effectiveness of other competing visions of diaspora 
Jewish identity—on occasion even excluding those they found too far 
out of line. 


Ideological disputes within Jewish institutions often reflect the class divi- 
sions that exist among Jews. At least 20 percent of the East European Jews 
who emigrated to Uruguay were factory workers and artisans who brought 
with them a working-class consciousness formed in Europe. Once in Uruguay, 
they continued to identify as socialists, Bundists, anarchists, social democrats, 
and social revolutionaries. Having given up their religious faith in favor of a 
universalist ideal, they felt they had little in common with the shopkeepers 
and tradesmen who made up the bulk of the Jewish migration. Following the 
Bolshevik Revolution, with its promise of Jewish emancipation, the various 
ideological trends crystallized among the Jews of Uruguay. In 1917, these left- 
wingers organized the Kultur Verein Morris Vintschevsky, dedicated to the 
spread of Yiddish culture, which it activated through the founding of Yiddish 
schools for children, a public library, and a dramatic troupe. (Drama, in the 
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eyes of the Verein, was no entertainment for the idle rich, but a means of 
exciting the class consciousness of the workers.) In addition, the Kultur Verein 
operated a free soup kitchen for the unemployed and funded a free loan 
association. The Verein was affiliated with the Yevsektsia, the Yiddish-speaking 
sector of the Communist party of the Soviet Union. Also affiliated with Yevsekt- 
sia at this time was Avanguard, a Jewish workers’ movement.” 

The Jewish Left was radicalized by the events of January 1919, when 
Semana Tragica spilled over the Plata into Montevideo. Headquarters of several 
Jewish clubs were raided, about 80 percent of the Jewish population was under 
arrest at one moment or another, and a considerable but unknown number of 
Jews were deported. From that time forward, the Yevsektsia seems to have 
exerted greater influence over Jewish workers’ organizations in Uruguay, possi- 
bly because they felt so exposed to government repression. 

Poalei Zion (PZ, the socialist wing of the Zionist movement) also organized 
in Montevideo in 1917. When this party split into right and left factions 
worldwide, the Uruguayan Poalei Zion likewise split, each half remaining tied 
to its respective counterpart abroad. The Left PZ established an Immigrant 
Workers’ Home and an Immigrant Workers’ Kitchen in Montevideo during 
1927-28. The Right PZ was more closely allied with the Uruguayan Socialist 
party, and its members were active in Uruguayan trade unions. Both factions 
cooperated with Histadrut (the organized labor movement in then Palestine); 
both factions published newspapers and opened schools. 

In 1929, the Jewish Socialist party (Bund) organized in Uruguay. One of 
the founding elements of the Russian Social Democratic Labor party in 1898, 
the Bund believed in gradual evolution toward socialism. Following the Bolshe- 
vik Revolution, Bundists were alternately wooed and repressed by the Commu- 
nist party, their leadership alternately promoted and imprisoned. In Uruguay, 
the Bund occupied itself with following from afar events within its sister organi- 
zation in Poland; locally, it engaged in cultural work on the Jewish street. In 
addition to publishing a party newspaper, the Bund founded schools and 
concentrated on retention of Yiddish as the Jewish workers’ language. These 
actions were in accord with Bund policy elsewhere, which was to create an 
enveloping social system within which Jewish workers could experience a full 
range of cultural and social events presumed to be helpful in forming a socialist 
mentality. The Bund in fact provided workers with a complete lifestyle, linked to 
the national labor movement, ineradicably Jewish, and apart from the traditional 
Jewish community. » Interviews with leftist Jewish women immigrants attest 
to the fact that, on arrival in Montevideo, they found themselves “at home” 
at Bundist gatherings. A generation of working mothers, their socialist con- 
sciousness was formed in Europe, but they contributed their ideas and their 
labor (as teachers, modistes, actresses, and door-to-door saleswomen) to the 
creation of a new society in Uruguay. 

Montevideo Jewish leftists divided between communist and Zionist camps, 
mutually antagonistic because communism opposed the development of a 
separate Jewish national entity, whereas Zionists, Marxist and non-Marxist alike, 
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believed that the problems of the Jewish people could be resolved only within 
the framework of a Jewish national homeland. Rivalry between these “progres- 
sive” and “national” Jews prevented formation of a kehillah, since each faction 
jockeyed to dominate the organized community. Communists, opposed to Jew- 
ish “chauvinism,” challenged the presence of Zionists on the governing board, 
while moderates and conservatives feared that, if a kehillah were formed, the 
communists with their superior organizing skills would dominate it.” 

In 1931, an entity called the Yiddishe Kehillah fun Montevideo (Jewish 
Community of Montevideo) was brought into existence. Based on the existing 
burial society, its goals were to provide Jewish burial, represent the Jewish 
community of Montevideo, subsidize Jewish schools, create an orphanage and 
home for the aged, provide medical assistance to needy members, help the 
unemployed and the handicapped, and support Jewish agricultural colonization 
in Uruguay. This kehillah incorporated East European Jews only. Sephardim, 
German speakers, and Hungarians each maintained their own kehillot during 
the thirties, as well as two chief rabbis (an Ashkenazi and a Sephardi) and 
three separate school systems (religious, religious-Zionist, and secular-Zionist). 
All these organizations were sustained by a population of barely thirty thousand 
Jews. During the thirties, a struggle took place for control of the Yiddishe 
Kehillah. The progressives had developed one of several small free loan associa- 
tions into the Banco de Goias and attempted to use it as an instrument for 
takeover of the kehillah. The bank was far more than a financial institution. 
With six thousand members and a capital of several million pesos, it was also 
a fundamental organ of the community. It offered credit, ran an ambulance 
service and pharmacy, sold health and life insurance, supported numerous 
cultural endeavors, and organized an agricultural colony. 

Failing in their effort to take over the kehillah, the Moscow-oriented leader- 
ship of the bank set up a rival kehillah, offering membership at lower rates, 
another cemetery, and, as noted earlier, meat slaughtered according to both 
religious and communist writ. Tres Arboles, the agricultural colony, was pat- 
terned after a Soviet kolkhoz (collective farm). After three years of turmoil 
brought on by maladministration and strained feelings between the administra- 
tion and the colonists, the colony collapsed and took the bank with it amid 
cries of malfeasance. Many depositors, progressive and otherwise, were wiped 
out by the bank’s failure. The credit of Jewish merchants in Montevideo was 
harmed. And the fact that the government had to intervene to restore the 
situation was viewed as a humiliation by most members of the community. 

In 1936, these warring sectors managed briefly to form a united front, the 
Council against Nazism and Anti-Semitism.” This front broke down with the 
withdrawal of support by the Yevsektsia, and the atmosphere of the Jewish 
community of Montevideo came close to civil war. Any attempt at neutrality 
was suspect to both sides. The leftists, having lost their representative institu- 
tion and with it the hope of dominating the kehillah, apparently were forced 
out of Jewish communal affairs and subsequently merged into general society 
in Uruguay. For those who retained their Jewish identification, it was now 


186 AT HOME IN AMERICA 


possible to form a “roof” organization, which occurred in 1940, following 
mediation by officers of the World Jewish Congress. This Comité Central 
Israelita was recognized by the Uruguayan government as spokesman for the 
entire Jewish community. Having united all ethnic sectors and expelled the 
left, the kehillah now found itself governed bv centrist forces. Zionism won 
out over the leftist line, and the Montevideo kehillah, like those of Mexico 
City and Buenos Aires, became invincibly Zionist. 

In the 1930s, the Buenos Aires Khevra Kadisha modified its structure and 
its purposes, beginning a process of conversion from a burial society into a 
comprehensive service agency known at first as Asociaci6n Mutual Israelita 
Argentina, and in more recent years as AMIA—Comunidad Judia de Buenos 
Aires.” AMIA, organized as a beneficent society, is prohibited by its constitution 
from undertaking political action. For the purpose of confronting anti-Semitism 
and racism, community leaders organized DAIA, the Delegacién de Asociaci- 
ones Israelitas Argentinas, in 1934 as the community's political arm. Oppression 
of Jews in Europe was the issue that first brought 28 institutions from different 
ethnic communities together for united action. DAIA now has some 150 institu- 
tional members and continues to be the political spokesperson for Argentine 
Jews. 

In the 1950s, Jews all over the world came to regard as imperative the 
expulsion of communists from the kehillot. The survival of Jews and the survival 
of the noncommunist “free world” seemed interdependent as Soviet anti- 
Semitism became more overt. Additionally, within Latin America, the activities 
of leftists had time and again endangered entire Jewish communities as radical 
activity by Jewish individuals drew down the wrath of the police and superpa- 
triots on all Jews. The kehillot took upon themselves the task of cleaning up 
the Jewish street so that right-wing governments would not be tempted to do 
that job. In the short run, results were favorable, in that Jewish communities 
were able to survive under regimes that did not tolerate leftist movements, 
all of which the generals lumped together as communist and subversive. 

Leftists who were expelled or voluntarily left the kehillah usually ceased 
identifying as Jews, constrained by two historical forces. One was the increas- 
ingly anti-Semitic nature of Soviet communism as revealed in such incidents 
as the Prague trials and the blood libel against Jewish doctors that occurred 
in the 1950s. To be a Jew and a communist were no longer perceived as 
compatible states. The other was the increasingly rigid line that the kehillot 
drew around the question of who was a Jew. The traditional taboo against 
conversion of spouses to Judaism was now joined by a political test: membership 
in a group that the government deemed subversive disqualified one from 
membership in a kehillah. From the point of view of organized community 
life, the departure of the radicals left the kehillot bereft of younger members 
and markedly conservative in its orientation. It also cut the ties of the kehillot to 
progressive European ideologies. This break was scarcely perceived by hostile 
observers, who continued to suspect the kehillot of harboring subversives. 

The centralization of the Buenos Aires kehillah now proceeded apace, 
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symbolized by the assembling of its administrative offices in a six-story building 
at 633 Pasteur, in the heart of the old Jewish district of Once. The building 
housed the offices of all the social welfare activities that have been described 
here: the Board of Education, Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society, Delegacién de 
Asociaciones Israelitas Argentinas (DAIA), AMIA employees union, teachers’ 
seminary, cemetery administration, charity, labor exchange, youth department, 
arbitration panel, Federacién de Comunidades Israelitas Argentinas, publishing, 
scholarships and grants, legal assistance, and rabbi’s office; cultural institutions 
such as the Center for Historical and Social Studies, press archive, Instituto 
Cientffico Judio ([WO) and its library, historical archives of the community, a 
museum, art gallery, theatre; and the offices necessary for the functioning of 
the institution, such as a telephone exchange, computing center, reception hall, 
security, and so forth. The agencies delivering these services—schools, social 
welfare organizations, landsmannschaften, etc.—are represented on the kehil- 
lah governing body and occupied offices in the same building. 

The drive to rationalize and coordinate services and budget led to the 
creation of a strong bureaucracy. Over the years, AMIA came to be criticized 
for bureaucratic rigidity, political irrelevancy, and ethnic feuding, and its mem- 
bership declined as native-born Jews came to perceive the kehillah as marginal 
in their lives. A 1970 survey found that 70 percent of AMIA members were 
over age fifty, 17 percent over seventy. Twenty percent of AMIA membership 
had no formal education or only a few grades of elementary, while another 32 
percent graduated elementary but proceeded no farther with their education. 
Forty-five percent of the membership sampled did not vote. The latter included 
a majority of the college-educated and those under fifty. AMIA had come to 
represent the elderly, the foreign-born, the Yiddish speakers. The young, the 
native-born, the better-educated, and the Spanish speakers were alienated 
from AMIA as a moribund institution.” Young, ambitious persons were not 
attracted by communal obligations or the lure of status obtained through of- 
ficeholding in the community. The kehillah continued to back the Orthodox 
version of Judaism to which few Argentine Jews were attached; it retained 
Yiddish in the Jewish school system long after it was apparent that that lan- 
guage’s lack of relevance to Argentina was keeping children away. The archaic 
forms of Jewish religious and cultural life offered to them by the kehillah 
compared poorly to the attractive secular world of the university that brought 
Jewish as well as non-Jewish youth into confrontation with issues of concern 
to them as Argentines. 

Within AMIA, politics mirrored the politics of Israel. Members were elected 
to the board of directors by their constituent organizations according to a 
system of proportional representation that developed within the World Zionist 
Organization. The parties that put forward candidates on “lists” were replicas 
of Israeli political parties, and they mated, reproduced, and divorced along 
with their prototypes. Marxist parties competed (and did fairly well), but their 
ideology related to Israel, not to the politics of Argentina. This electoral pattern 
gave the kehillot a foreign appearance, and indeed their internal politics would 
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not have been intelligible to a knowledgeable reporter on any of the great 
metropolitan newspapers. Monopoly over the cemetery enabled AMIA not 
only to finance kehillah services, but also to impose its interpretation of Judaism 
upon the community, and then to extend its ideas nationwide. In the 1950s, 
when representatives of thirty-six Jewish communities outside Buenos Aires 
agreed to form a federation to coordinate their activities, the old Khevra Kadisha 
retained its preponderant position. 

Some of AMIAs rigidity stemmed from the fact that decision-making offices 
were occupied by the largest donors of funds, who tended to be businessmen 
interested in gaining social status by performing community work on a volun- 
teer basis. The cohort of professional staff, such as teachers, religious counselors, 
and social workers, were by and large underpaid, lacking in status, and exercised 
little input into policy decisions. The lack of social esteem for professional 
workers extended to rabbis. All the chief organizations of the community being 
secular in character, a rabbi’s influence was weaker in Argentina than in the 
United States. As in Israel, this fact did not alter the kehillah’s unrelievedly 
Orthodox posture on questions pertaining to burial, marriage, dietary laws, 
and so forth. As the rate of intermarriage rose, no avenue of compromise 
opened: one had to be either inside the fold or outside it.” Expulsion of the 
radicals left their ideological heirs without ties to the Jewish community, free 
to join Third World groupings that claimed the allegiance of masses of university 
youth in the 1960s and ’70s. As these movements became increasingly anti- 
Zionist, if not plainly anti-Semitic, cross-pressured Jewish university youth 
dropped their ties to the Jewish people in order to join the dominant political 
trends of their generation. Increasing numbers of Jewish youth simply opted 
out of Jewish life by entering into marriage by civil contract. They cared less 
where they would be buried than how they were to live their lives. 


Salvation through Sports Alone 


Institutionalized defense of the Jewish past may have been an adequate re- 
sponse in those republics and in those periods which were dominated by a 
monolithic church presence. It proved less adaptive in secular societies where 
religion was relegated to secondary status and upward mobility lay open, or 
partially open, to Jews. In these secular societies, Jewish youth of the 1950s 
and 1960s began abandoning the communal institutions they perceived as rigid, 
desiccated relics of an outworn age in favor of the exhilarating political and 
literary scenes of their national societies. Their assimilation was eased by the 
fact that, unlike the situation in the days of their parents and grandparents, 
they were no longer coming into contact with semibarbarous gauchos, margin- 
alized slum dwellers, and the criminal underworld, but with middle- and upper- 
middle-class representatives of the most attractive elements in criollo culture. 
As they entered the broader society, some sought ways of identifying as Jews 
without paying dues to the United Jewish Appeal and the burial society. 
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In the 1920s, the Jewish community of Recife, Pernambuco, Brazil, fielded a soc- 
cer team, beginning a tradition that continues today of Jewish participation in 
the popular sport. 


One institution proved able to supply Latin American Jews with a secular 
Jewish identity. This is the Jewish sports club. Variously called the Estadio, 
Centro Deportivo, or Hebraica, the sports club is a hybrid between Jewish 
and Latin American institutions. Sports clubs organized along national lines 
(the Italian Club, the Syrian Club, and so on) are to be found in all Latin 
American cities; sports are a central fact of Latin American life. Thus it is 
quite in order for the Jews to have their sports club, too, and every Jewish 
community surveyed has one. Typically these offer a library, auditorium, restau- 
rant, nursery school, and offices of the Jewish social welfare agencies, in addition 
to athletic facilities for soccer, tennis, swimming, golf, and bowling. They are 
likely to offer such activities as continuing education for adults, dances, art 
exhibits, concerts, lectures, children’s day camps, even psychological counsel- 
ing. Jewish sports clubs compete in the countless local and international sports 
events that are a regular feature of Latin American civic life. They field teams 
for the Macabiad, the Jewish counterpart of the Olympic Games. Some clubs 
are located on choice real estate: Hebraica of Buenos Aires in the downtown 
business district, Estadio of Santiago on the outskirts of the city with a stupen- 
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dous view of the Andes. The physical plant of the clubs tends to be impressive. 
Even more impressive is their record for attracting members. “There may be 
7,000 people at the club on a fair Sunday,” an Argentine social worker com- 
mented. “That is more than you will find at the Congregacién on Yom Kippur.” 

The sports club became the first site for informal mingling among Jews of 
different ethnic communities. (The international fraternity, B’nai B'rith, was 
another locale where ethnic barriers eroded.) For the native-born generation, 
European and Levantine quarrels are irrelevant, and so are their languages. 
At the clubs that are their creation, the language spoken is Spanish or Portu- 
guese. In assimilating to their national societies, they are also assimilating to 
one another. One result is an increasing incidence of what Latin American 
Jews call “intermarriage”—unions between Ashkenazim and Sephardim. The 
sports club seemed at mid-century Latin American Jewry’s best hope for 
maintaining a Jewish presence on the continent. In keeping with the secular 
thrust of Jewish life since the arrival of the first Jewish immigrants, Latin 
American Jews placed their money on survival as a secular, rather than as a 
religious, entity. This picture would be significantly altered by arrival on the 
scene of the brutal military dictatorships of the seventies. 


CHAPTER 8 


Latin American—Jewish 
Demography 


The hyphen is a useful commodity: It contributes a unifying feature 
where none would be expected to exist. 


—Satil Sosnowski 


SOME 430,400 PERSONS who were identifiably Jewish were living in the 
Latin American republics in 1990, 208,000 of these in Argentina. Brazil, with 
100,000, was home to the second largest contingent, Mexico ranking next with 
40,800, and Uruguay fourth with 23,600 Jews.' In each of these republics, a 
modern urban setting was home to a European-descended, secularized popula- 
tion. In each, the transformation of economies from agrarian to industrial 
modes of production had begun by the time of World War I, the period when 
the largest number of immigrants was looking for new homes. Each of these 
republics had accomplished the separation of church and state, and each exhib- 
ited a nascent middle class, at least in a limited statistical sense of the term. 

Venezuela and Colombia did not for the most part encourage immigration 
during the period of heaviest Jewish demand, nor did they separate church 
and state until recent years. But in the twentieth century, the process of 
industrialization attracted modernizing elements from abroad, and the size of 
Venezuela's Jewish community rose to 20,000 in the 1980s. Colombia’s Jewry 
increased to 14,000 with that country’s prosperity, but diminished to less than 
half as the drug wars intensified. In Chile, early industrialization and religious 
toleration brought into being a thriving community estimated in 1960 at 35,000; 
but this number dwindled to 15,000 as the nation was whipsawed by powerful 
competing forces of Left and Right. By 1995, the community had rebuilt its 
numbers to over 20,000. 

Republics that today are the home of tiny Jewish communities are those 
which either failed to encourage, or actively discouraged, heterogeneous immi- 
gration. Nor have they for the most part committed themselves as yet to 
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economic and social modernization. In this group are countries with large 
indigenous or black populations, high rates of illiteracy, and grave polarization 
between elite and mass: Peru, Bolivia, Ecuador, Paraguay, the Dominican 
Republic, Haiti, and the Central American republics (see Table 4). 

The geographic distribution of the Jews of Latin America is thus a function 
of immigration policies of the various nations, ethnicity of local populations, 
and level of industrialization. Without appropriate immigration policies, Jews 
could not legally enter or settle permanently in any country. Where indigenous 
populations predominated, European Jews had difficulty making homes for 
themselves, though Near Easterners and North Africans fared somewhat better. 
Over the long haul, only industrialized societies offered immigrants the employ- 
ment or investment opportunities they needed in order to thrive. Finally, 
political violence and economic turbulence sometimes load the dice against 
immigrants who have not had time to grow permanent roots in their new 
homelands. The distribution of Jewish populations, calculated a decade ago, 
illustrates these factors. Sixty-one percent of Jews were living in the southern 
cone (Argentina, Uruguay, Chile, the southern states of Brazil) as against just 
11 percent of the total population of Latin America. Against the 55 percent 
of the general population living in tropical South America, only 29 percent of 
Jews had settled in these regions. The 9 percent of Jews who lived in Central 
America in the 1970s (as opposed to 26 percent of the general population) 
have diminished since that date due to the civil wars and interventions in 
Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Honduras. 


Sources and Parameters for Jewish Population Studies 


Fundamental to any enumeration of Jews is the determination of who is a Jew. 
According to Jewish religious law (halakhah), a Jew is a person born of a Jewish 
mother and who has not accepted conversion to another religion, or one who 
has converted to Judaism according to halakhic procedures. In practice, people 
are not necessarily guided by halakhah in determining their own identity. Many 
who qualify under halakhic definition choose to dissociate themselves from the 
Jewish people, while some persons born of Jewish fathers and non-Jewish 
mothers choose to regard themselves as Jews, a reinterpretation of halakhah 
put forth in recent years by Reform Judaism. Differences of opinion as to who 
should be regarded as Jewish account for substantially different estimates of 
the size of Jewish populations. Because of the existence of unaffiliated Jews 
who are difficult to identify in a census, the practice has arisen of adding to 
Jewish census data an estimate of the number of such persons likely to reside 
in areas known to be populated by Jews, thus potentially producing an error 
equal to that which would arise were no correction attempted. Reliance on 
estimates is, however, a necessity for all Jewish populations outside the State 
of Israel. 
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TABLE 4 
Estimated Jewish Population Distribution in the Americas, End of 1994 


JEWS PER 
TOTAL JEWISH 1,000 ACCURACY 
COUNTRY POPULATION POPULATION POPULATION RATING" 

Canada 29,600,000 360,000 12.2 A 1991 
United States 263,200,000 5,675,000 21.6 B 1990 
Total North 293,000,000 6,035,000 20.6 

America“ 
Bahamas 300,000 300 1.0 D 
Costa Rica 3,300,000 2,500 0.8 C 1993 
Cuba 11,200,000 700 0.1 Cc 1990 
Dominican Republic 7,800,000 100 0.0 D 
El Salvador 5,900,000 100 0.0 C 1993 
Guatemala 10,600,000 1,000 0.1 B 1993 
Jamaica 2,400,000 300 0.1 A 1995 
Mexico 93,700,000 40,800 0.4 A 1991 
Netherlands Antilles 240,000 300 13 A 1995 X 
Panama 2,600,000 5,000 19 Cc 1990 
Puerto Rico 3,700,000 1,500 0.4 Cc 1990 
Virgin Islands 110,000 300 27 C 1986 
Other 20,150,000 300 0.0 D 
Total Central 162,000,000 53,200 0.3 

America 
Argentina 34,600,000 208,000 6.0 C 1990 
Bolivia 7,400,000 700 0.1 B 1990 
Brazil 157,800,000 100,000 0.6 C 1980 
Chile 14,300,000 15,000 1.0 C 1988 
Colombia 37,700,000 5,000 0.1 C 1993 
Ecuador 11,500,000 900 0.1 C 1985 
Paraguay 5,000,000 900 0.2 B 1995. 
Peru 24,000,000 2,900 0.1 C 1993 
Suriname 450,000 200 0.4 B 1986 
Uruguay 3,200,000 23,600 74 C 1993 
Venezuela 21,800,000 20,000 0.9 C 1989 
Total South 319,000,000 377,200 1.2 

America* 
Total 774,000,000 6,465,400 8.4 


“Including countries not listed separately. 
SouRcE: Table compiled by U. O. Schmelz and Sergio DellaPergola, “World Jewish Population, 
1994,” in American Jewish Year Book 96 (1996): 434-63. 


Accuracy ratings: 

Ac=relatively reliable 

B=recent but less accurate 
C=unsatisfactory or partial coverage 
D=essentially speculative 
X=updated and revised 
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In countries that have separated church and state, the collection of informa- 
tion regarding religious preference is regarded as individious; in the United 
States, Jewish organizations have opposed inclusion of a religious question in 
the census. The reasons for this are rooted in history. Registration of Jews has 
in the past been used for purposes of discrimination; during the Nazi period, 
official records were used to identify Jews for transport to their deaths. Addi- 
tionally, refugees who entered Latin American countries on fraudulent docu- 
ments, such as visas purchased from corrupt officials or baptismal certificates 
issued to the unbaptized, are naturally unwilling to compromise their status 
for the sake of a census. Such life experiences combine with more remote 
memories of the Spanish Inquisition to limit the willingness of Latin American 
Jews to check the category “israelita” on a census form. 

Despite the theoretical possibility of deriving information on Jewish com- 
munities from national censuses, these must be handled with extreme care. 
Two national censuses conducted in 1960 illustrate the pitfalls of relying on this 
resource without applying an adequate analysis. The Chilean census identified 
11,700 Jews that year, or about one-third the number actually known to Jewish 
institutions at that date. Conversely, the Mexican census of the same year 
showed 100,750 Jews, a startling 470 percent increase over the 1950 census 
considering there had been no Jewish immigration in the interim. Only in recent 
years have demographers at the Hebrew University in Jerusalem developed the 
methodology required to break out of national censuses reasonable estimates 
for the numbers of Latin American Jews. Their methods are described in 
successive volumes of American Jewish Year Book. 

There is no community-sponsored, centralized record-keeping of births, 
marriages, or deaths among Jews anywhere but the State of Israel. Communal 
records may be inflated due to failure to remove deceased persons from the 
registers and are in any event incomplete, because notification of births is not 
compulsory and because the unaffiliated are omitted. Gaps in data are difficult 
to fill because of uncertain political conditions that often make fieldwork 
impracticable. In practice, some efforts to fill lacunae in Jewish census data, 
if not objectively verifiable, are logically persuasive. 

Prior to 1974, most of our understanding of the demographics of Latin 
Jewry came from studies prepared by Jewish community service organizations. 
The (U.S.-based) American Jewish Committee and the World Jewish Congress 
made periodic attempts to assess the size and viability of Latin American Jewish 
communities. Some of these studies, prepared by scholars and communal 
officials, are cited throughout this chapter, providing invaluable information 
for the projection of demographic trends through time. From 1966 through 
1975, the series Comunidades Judias was compiled biannually by community 
leaders and social welfare professionals in each republic and edited by staff of 
the Comité Judia Latinoamericana in Buenos Aires. This useful work came to 
an end with the harassment and flight of staff during the military regime 
of 1976-83. 

Since that time, several major demographic studies have been executed by 
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qualified researchers. The demographic dimensions of the Jewish community 
of Argentina were defined by Israeli demographers U. O. Schmelz and Sergio 
DellaPergola through computer analysis of the national census of 1960.’ Their 
work remains the foundation for study of the Jewish populations of Latin 
America. When first published, this census recorded 291,877 Jews, almost 
100,000 fewer than the number believed by the Jewish establishment to be 
living in the country . The anomaly was taken up by Schmelz and DellaPergola, 
who analyzed the computer tape for “Jewish” and “without confession” re- 
sponses. In a persuasive analysis, they determined that the published census 
total might be supplemented by 6 percent, based on the proportion of respond- 
ents living in Buenos Aires (the area where most Argentine Jews are concen- 
trated) who were born Jewish and who answered “no religion” or “without 
confession” to the question on religion. Having considered the data on these 
respondents, the authors adopted a corrected total of 310,000 Jews in Argentina 
in 1960. This number became the most significant datum to emerge since 
establishment of Jewish settlement in Argentina, since it meant that one-quarter 
of the presumed Jewish population did not exist; that presumed rates of natural 
increase were inoperative; and that prophecies that the Jewish population 
would soon reach half a million were even farther from the mark. Furthermore, 
it called into question accepted population figures for Jews in other parts of 
Latin America. These had been rising pari passu with population estimates 
for Argentina and now had to be scaled down, from 324,000 to 240,000. 

Publication of these estimates set off an uproar as community leaders sought 
to protect the higher numbers on which they relied to fortify the political 
position of the communities within their national societies. Reconsideration by 
the demographic team resulted, however, only in slight adjustments, and the 
communities were forced to accept the validity of the data, because, by the 
time a new analysis was published, the projected decline of the communities 
had visibly set in. As can be seen from Table 4, the Jewish population of 
Argentina is now down by one-third from the 1960 census. 

Sao Paulo’s Jewish population was surveyed in 1969 under the direction 
of sociologist Henrique Rattner. A 1994 community census of Pérto Alegre 
and its environs helps fill out our knowledge of Brazil.’ In Mexico, a 1991 
sample survey was carried out under the supervision of the aforenamed demog- 
rapher from the Hebrew University.® In addition, smaller studies have been 
carried out in various communities. The data derived from these sources, 
when integrated with one another, present a consistent pattern. When this 
pattern in turn is compared with the demography of the matrix populations, 
the distinctive profile of Jewish populations appears in sharp relief against the 
profile of majority populations with which it is contrasted. 


Demographic Profile of the Jewish Communities 
Birth Rate 


Data on the demographic characteristics of Latin American Jewry display 
an internal consistency that confirms the existence of a group that is quite 
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distinct from the majority members of matrix populations. The gravest differ- 
ence appears in contrasting birth rates. For whatever country we examine, the 
Jewish birth rate is just half that of the matrix population. In 1971-75, the 
crude birth rate for Argentina as a whole was 23.5 per 1,000; during the same 
period the Argentine Jewish birth rate was 10 per 1,000." The number of 
Argentine Jews in each age cohort born since 1953 shows steady attrition. In 
1960, there were 4,434 children aged eight, but only 3,662 aged four and 3,022 
aged one. In the group below the age of four there were to be found only 
three-quarters of the number of children aged five to nine. The proportion of 
children dwindled faster than the number of Jewish women of childbearing 
age, not only because of a continuous drop in completed fertility, but also 
because of a continuous rise in the frequency of mixed marriages, in the 
majority of which children are not reared as Jews. The completed fertility rate 
of Argentine Jewish women in 1960 yielded a ratio of 947 daughters per 1,000 
mothers, more than 5 percent short of the number required for replacement 
of the parent generation. 

The Sao Paulo Jewish community was surveyed during the five-month 
period January to May 1969. The precise number of births, extrapolated over 
a one-year period, yielded a birth rate of 2.4 percent per year. This rate obtained 
during a period when the Brazilian population as a whole was experiencing a 
birth rate of 4.4 percent per year. Ninety-five percent of Jewish families have 
fewer members than the average Brazilian family. Moreover, there is a secular 
trend toward fewer children in Brazilian Jewish families.’ In an earlier study 
carried out in 1965, Henrique Rattner found that Jewish university students 
in Sao Paulo belonged to families with an average 2.7 children, but that their 
parents’ families had averaged 5 children per family. The Jewish population 
of Pérto Alegre averages 2.4 children per married couple; a slighter higher 
number, 2.7, prevails among Jews living elsewhere in the state of Rio Grande 
do Sul. However, Brumer found a substantial proportion of unmarried Jews 
living alone, who apparently were not factored into the overall birth rate.’ The 
Brazilian Jewish birth rate may be declining during a period when the country 
as a whole is experiencing accelerating population growth. A recent study 
suggests that the rate of Jewish population growth from 1940 to 1980 was 1.26 
percent per year, in the context of overall Brazilian population growth of 
2.69 percent." 

The 1991 survey of Mexico, where the average fertility rate is 3.2 children 
per woman, determined that Jewish women give birth to an average 2.7 
children, down from 3.5 per woman in the preceding generation. These aver- 
ages obscure substantial differences among the different ethnic sectors of the 
Jewish population. Jewish women aged over 65 and originating from Arab 
countries averaged over 6 live births, while elderly women among the non- 
affiliated (most of whom are Ashkenazim) had not borne enough children to 
replace themselves.'' Overall, Arabic-speaking Jewish women bear 3.6 children; 
the American community in Mexico, 2.2, and the non-affiliated, just 1.3 children 
per woman for an overall average of 2.7. At present, uniquely in the Latin 
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American context, the community’s birth rate is sufficient to maintain the size 
of the community for the next generation.” But this rate is dependent upon 
the maintenance of traditional patterns among Arabic-speaking Jews. 

Low fertility rates characterize all Jewish populations of the diaspora except 
those originating in Asia and North Africa. Worldwide, the birth rate, and 
consequently the rate of natural increase, is lower among Jews than among the 
general population of their respective countries. Accordingly, and to the extent 
that Latin American Jewries in all the republics proceeded from a similar mix 
of ethnic strains, it is reasonable to infer similar rates for Jewish populations 
in those parts of Latin America for which there are no data. The inference is 
backed up by scattered available data on Jewish age structure in Brazil, Chile, 
and several small Central American communities. This phenomenon reflects 
modernized attitudes toward the family, the status of women, and child-rearing 
practices: Jews who imported low birth rates into their present countries of 
residence were converted only briefly to high levels of fertility by the Latin 
American experience, and that mostly in rural areas. Jews who arrived from 
Arabic countries with high levels of fertility experienced somewhat of a decline 
in their birth rate, as the Mexican survey indicates, but they still maintain a 
high enough birth rate to keep the entire Jewish community at a constant level. 


Death Rate 


A complete record of deaths among Ashkenazic Jews of Buenos Aires exists 
for the years 1953-63. It shows continuous increase, being 40 percent greater 
at the end of that period than at the beginning. In 1963, there were three and 
a half times more burials than marriages within the Ashkenazic community of 
Buenos Aires. This partially reflects increasing resort to marriage by civil 
contract. Nevertheless, a decline in the number of persons who identify as 
Jewish is undeniable. 

The major cause of the rising death rate is the aging of the population. 
Schmelz and DellaPergola computed a rate of 10 deaths per 1,000 Jews of 
Greater Buenos Aires in 1963. The death rate for the general population of 
the city that year was lower, standing at 8.6 per 1,000. The composition of the 
two mortality rates was different. Infant mortality (death in the first year of 
life) was 9.3 per 1,000 among Jews, compared with 40 per 1,000 among the 
general population of Greater Buenos Aires in 1961 and 57 per 1,000 among 
the general population of Argentina in 1967.'* The Jewish death rate continues 
low until age sixty, when mortality starts running higher than among the general 
population. Not only has the Argentine Jewish mortality rate surpassed that 
of the general population; it has also surpassed the Jewish birth rate. In 1971-75 
there was a negative balance of deaths over births within the Jewish community, 
with 14 deaths and 10 births per 1,000 population per year, compared with 
23.5 births and 8.9 deaths per 1,000 among the general Argentine population. 
As predicted, the period 1976-80 produced a negative balance of —4 per 1,000 
in the rate of natural increase of Argentine Jews: more Jews were dying than 
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were being born.'' Surveys for the 1990s in Buenos Aires and several provincial 
cities point to the continued aging of this population."” 

The mortality rate among Sao Paulo Jews was calculated at 1.6 percent 
per year in 1968; the rate among the Brazilian population as a whole was 1.1 
percent that year. The national figure includes a high rate of infant mortality: 
the hazards of infancy in Brazil were so great during that period that expectation 
of life at birth was calculated at forty-three years in 1950." Although improve- 
ment in life chances have taken place i in the intervening generation, mortality 
rates remain heavily weighted toward infants, while the majority of deaths of 
Jews occur after age sixty. In the 10,000-member Jewish community of Pérto 
Alegre, search of cemetery records located one newborn death in the period 
1991-93." 

In a humanistic analysis carried out in the 1940s, Tovye Meisel found the 
Mexican Jewish mortality rate to be 9 per 1,000 as compared to 15.5 per 1,000 
among the general population. Both groups were growing in 1950: Jews at a 
rate of 1.4 percent per year, the majority population at 2.9 percent per year.» 
Over the next fifteen years, Mexican mortality dropped steeply as measures 
of public hygiene took hold. Mortality dropped by a third while the birth rate 
decreased only slightly, resulting in one of the highest rates of natural increase 
in the world. Among infants, the most vulnerable sector of the population, 
mortality continued high, with 61 infant deaths per 1,000 live births. However, 
there was no infant death among the approximately twenty thousand Ashke- 
nazim of Mexico City during several years of the 1960s. 

Infant mortality is at a very high level throughout Latin America. Consider- 
ing only Argentina, Mexico, and Brazil, the location of a majority of Latin 
American Jews, recently calculated rates of infant mortality are 36 per 1,000, 
50 per 1,000, and 70 per 1,000 respectively." In these countries, the rate of 
infant deaths within the Jewish communities tends toward nil. 

The global phenomenon of low infant mortality among Jews may be ac- 
counted for by a combination of reasons that are also persuasive within the 
Latin American setting: more intense urbanization among Jews over the past 
century and a half, when cities had better preventive facilities than did the 
countryside; earlier adoption of birth control among Jews, with the side effect 
of enabling parents to bestow better care upon each child; the low rate of 
illegitimacy; the comparatively high number of physicians among Jews; exis- 
tence of Jewish religious observances that are supportive of good health. The 
Jewish demographic pattern extends to Latin America, where infant mortality 
rates resemble those on other continents rather than the rates that prevail 
among their fellow Latins. 

Infant mortality rates are a commonly accepted index of modernization. 
The capacity to save infants from death caused by endemic disease is dependent 
upon relatively low levels of technology and a modest expenditure of funds. 
Inability or disinterest of governments in providing hygienic services is a salient 
characteristic of underdeveloped countries.” The contrast between high rates 
of infant mortality throughout Latin America and the low rate within Jewish 
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communities throws into relief the modernized character of Jewish life as 
compared with the traditional pattern of human wastage that continues to 
prevail in society at large. 


Longevity 

The anticipated life span of Jews is almost the same as for non-Jews in 
the city of Buenos Aires, being 68.9 and 73.9 for Jewish males and females 
respectively, and 67.9 and 74.2 for non-Jewish males and females. Uruguay 
and Venezuela fall into the same long-lived category as Argentina. Outside the 
modernized sectors of the continent, life expectancy drops sharply for majority 
populations but remains high for Jews. For example, in 1968, 40 percent of 
Sao Paulo Jews were over age forty, 14 percent over age sixty. In the same 
year, only 25 percent of the general population of Sao Paulo was past forty, 
and just 6 percent was past sixty.! Jews achieved their pattern of longevity 
independent of their immediate environment. Among the general population 
of the city, those over forty gained 5.5 percentage points between 1950 and 
1968, reflecting improved health conditions; but the Jewish age distribution 
showed no material change over this eighteen-year period. The average age 
at death among Pérto Alegre Jews is now 76.5 for women, 72.2 for men.” 

Since many of the health practices that eliminate infant mortality also work 
to prolong the life span, it is not arbitrary to conclude that life expectancy 
among Jews in areas for which no data exist approximates the modernized 
model shown for Buenos Aires more closely than it does the traditional rate 
still prevalent in most of Latin America. 

Low fertility, low infant mortality, and extended life expectancy among 
Jewish populations contrast with high fertility, high infant mortality, and low 
life expectancy among non-Jewish populations (with the exception of Argen- 
tina). The result is a Jewish median age in the mid-thirties, in contrast to a 
median age in the mid-twenties for non-Jews (see Table 5). A longer life span, 
in addition to being its own reward, enables individuals to develop their skills 
to the utmost. The blighting of promising careers through early death is far 
less frequent among Jews than in the general population. Furthermore, survival 
into the sixties ensures that most parents are able to nurture their children to 
maturity. On a continent where throwaway children roam the streets in a battle 
for survival, within the Jewish community parentless children are rare. 


Family Size 

In countries that maintain traditionally high birth and death rates, the 
Jewish family stands out in sharp relief as having passed through a demographic 
transition: there are fewer wasted pregnancies, fewer children per family, and 
more of these children reach maturity. In Latin American nations that have 
passed as an entirety through the demographic transition from traditional to 
modern patterns of family life, Jewish populations are less clearly differenti- 
ated—except in the matter of infant mortality. 
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TABLE 5. 
Age Distributions of Selected Jewish Populations in Latin America, 1947-1980 


Country oR YEAR ToraL 0-14 15-29 30-44 45-64 65+ MEDIAN AGE 
LOCALITY JEWISH = GENERAL 
Popu- PoPu- 
LATION LATION 
Argentina 
Total 1947' 100.0 24.6 5.3 314 25.0 
* 1960' 100.0 20.5 78 347 27.0 
i! 1975" 100.0 15.4 16.7 41.6 47.9 
Greater 
Buenos 
Aires 1960" 100.0 202 213 21.7 287 81 355 32.0 


1973— 
* 74 100.0 18.2 206 225 28.0 106 37.6 
Tucumdn 1960" 100.0 235 23.7 20.1 256 7.1 328 
" 1974 100.0 208 238 19.2 232 130 340 
Bahia 
Blanca 1975 100.0 219 19.3 18.7 298 10.3 36.0 
Colonies 1960"' 100.0 21.6 17.7 192 303 11.1 369 


Brazil 
Total 1950" 100.0 23.8 25.5 220 233 54 305 18.9 
"(Urban) 1980" 100.0 19.8 23.5 191 23.3 143 346 21.5 
Sao Paulo —:1968- 
(City) 69 100.0 216 248 171 249 93 33.2 27.2 
Sao Paulo 
(State) 1980" 100.0 20.8 23.2 19.1 227 142 34.0 23.3 
Rio de 
Janeiro 
(City) 1960" 100.0 23.1 21.1 213 275 69 333 20.8° 
Rio de 
Janeiro 
(State) 1980" 100.0 17.1 226 19.3 249 161 37.9 24.3 
Chile 
Total 1952' 100.0 22.8 188 222 27.7 85 363 23.5! 
Panama 

1960— 
Total 61 =: 100.0 296 226 213 202 63 284 18.3 
Colombia 
Bogota 1977 100.0 25.3 244 176 213 114 305 18.3* 


“Reconstruction of Jewish population in Argentina, based on 1960 census data 
"Population census 

‘Jewish survey 

“Does not include all the relevant Jewish population 

*State of Guanabara, urban population 

‘Province of Santiago 

“Total country, urban population 

SouRCcE: American Jewish Year Book 85 (1985) 
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The average family size of AMIA members diminished from 4.53 to 4.14 
between 1920 and 1930. There is evidence that this generation was practicing 
birth control: Jewish families were smaller in Argentina than in central Europe.” 
By 1960, Jewish families were smaller than non-Jewish families in Buenos 
Aires, with an average 2.2 children being born to Jewish married women, as 
compared with 2.7 for non-Jewish women.* Jewish households averaged a 
fraction under 4 persons each. 

In all countries examined, Sephardic families are larger than Ashkenazic, 
as was seen in the case of Mexico. Modernization was a distinctively European 
phenomenon that Jews originating in Arabic or Balkan lands did not participate 
in as directly as did Jews of central, western, or even eastern Europe. Greater 
traditionalism in Sephardic life results in higher fertility rates and larger fami- 
lies. There is thus a consistent difference in family size between Ashkenazic 
and Sephardic families in all communities for which data exist, e.g., Quilmes 
(a district of Greater Buenos Aires), where in 1963 Ashkenazic families averaged 
3.45 members compared to Sephardic families with 4.48 members.” Even 
when Ashkenazic and Sephardic families are averaged together, Jewish families 
are usually smaller than families in the population as a whole. 

When Rattner conducted the Sao Paulo survey in 1968, 43 percent of the 
population of Brazil was below the age of fifteen. The corresponding figure 
for Sao Paulo City was 36 percent for the general population but just 21.32 
percent for its Jewish population.” Urban families, whether Jewish or non- 
Jewish, tend to be smaller than rural families. But Jewish families are smaller 
than the Sao Paulo norm, and as a practical matter, since almost all Brazilian 
Jewish families are urban, Jewish families in Brazil are distinctly smaller than 
non-Jewish families. 

The pattern of age distribution differs substantially for Jews and non-Jews. 
The Guatemalan Jewish community consisted of 1,030 persons in 1965, 26 
percent of whom were under the age of fifteen. In the Guatemalan population 
as a whole, 46 percent of the population was below that age. In 1960, 20 
percent of Argentine Jews were under age fifteen, compared with 30 percent 
among the general population of the country.» An attempt to draw a Jewish 
“age pyramid” resulted in a boxlike graph, with each five-year cohort below 
age sixty containing an almost equal number of persons. Only two categories 
differed. The group that was aged fifty to fifty-four in 1960 contained larger 
numbers, men predominating, reflecting the migratory wave that peaked in 
the years just preceding World War I. The base of the pyramid narrowed 
drastically, reflecting the declining birth rate and the assimilation of infants 
into the general population via the intermarriage of their parents and non- 
affiliation with the community. Age pyramids for Mexican Jews differ notably 
by community of origin. But taken together, they reveal a younger population 
than characterizes Jews in other parts of Latin America: 24 percent of Mexican 
Jews are under age fifteen (compared with 39 percent for the general population 
of Mexico). 

Part of the gestalt of underdevelopment is a high dependency ratio, exempli- 
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fied by families which must provide for large numbers of children, many of 
whom do not survive to become themselves contributors to the family’s welfare. 
Jewish families, with their reduced number of children, do not suffer this 
handicap, but neither do they have a population reservoir out of which future 
growth might occur. 


Rate of Natural Increase 


Many communities report insufficient numbers of births to compensate 
for deaths. Paraguay, for example, declined from 1,500 to 1,000 Jews during 
the 1960s.” The Bolivian community has been dwindling steadily. DellaPergola 
considers the Brazilian Jewish population “substantially stable” at about 
100,000." But as in the case of the Mexican Jewish community, which is 
maintaining itself at a stable level, Jews comprise a less significant proportion 
of each country’s population today than a generation ago because of the more 
dynamic growth rate of the majority population. 

Between 1960 and 1975, the Argentine Jewish birth rate went from a small 
positive balance of 200 (15,700 births to 15,500 deaths) to a negative balance 
of 5,000 (14,300 births to 19,300 deaths). Compounded by a high rate of 
emigration and a rising rate of intermarriage in which most children are not 
raised as Jews, the Jewish population shrank by 45,000 in that fifteen-year 
period (from 310,000 to 265,000)," dropping another 57,000 members by 
1990 (some of these through emigration or through disappearance during the 
military dictatorship). 

Jewish demography is of an entirely different nature from that of the Latin 
American populations among whom they live. The matrix peoples have high 
rates of natural increase (Argentina is the exception), preponderantly young 
populations, and a high growth potential capable of being unleashed by minimal 
expenditures on public hygiene. But Jews passed through the period of popula- 
tion expansion owing to better health care during the nineteenth century. They 
have already responded to the enhanced life chances of infants by limiting the 
number born. Thus, there is no scope for a Jewish “population explosion” 
based on better health care. With immigration foreclosed by most countries, 
the only source of population growth among Jews would be an increase in the 
birth rate; and such a trend was not observed in any country studied. To the 
contrary, Jewish populations are aging, and their mortality at present tends to 
run higher than among matrix populations. In this perspective, the probable 
fate of Latin American Jewry, already an insignificant numerical minority, is 
to become still less significant numerically in future. 


Urbanization 

The history of the Jews of Latin America is one of consolidation into 
metropolitan centers. Jews live in the cities, a majority in the great cities, and 
the largest number in the national capitals. In nations with just one major 
urban center, nearly the entire Jewish population of the country is to be 
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found in it (Mexico, Costa Rica, E] Salvador, Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, 
Paraguay, Peru, Uruguay). Where a secondary city exists, the second largest 
Jewish community is located there (Bolivia, Panama, Venezuela). In those 
nations characterized by many urban centers (Argentina, Brazil, Colombia), 
Jews are found in all major cities and many minor ones. 

Despite its rural bias at the beginning of the settlement period, Argentine 
Jewry today is almost totally urban. The 1895 Argentine census located 64 
percent of israelitas in the rural province of Entre Rios, and only 12 percent 
in the capital. By World War I, half of Argentine Jewry lived in Buenos Aires. 
The agricultural colonies waxed and waned on a diminishing curve as Jewish 
immigrants passed through the farms to provincial towns and thence to the 
capital. In 1952, there were identifiable groups of Jews in 836 Argentine towns.” 
Two decades later the American Jewish Year Book estimated that there were 
Jews in just 600 localities. In other words, the process of consolidation into 
towns and larger cities was continuing. 

This consolidation begins in the provinces of the interior. A breakdown of 
the Jewish population of the province of Tucumén at two dates fifteen years 
apart shows the rural Jewish population declining by 21 percent while the 
Jewish population of the provincial capital increased by 19 percent.* The 
process is replicated nationwide. The 1960 census found 80 percent of Argentine 
Jews living in Greater Buenos Aires, compared with 33 percent of the general 
population who lived there.* The other substantial concentrations of Jews were 
in the cities of Rosario, Cordoba, Santa Fe, La Plata, Tucuman, Bahia Blanca, 
Mendoza, San Cristobal, and Parana. 

For Brazil, census returns of 1900, 1940, and 1950 show Jews residing in 
most states and territories over the past fifty years. But growth occurred only 
in major commercial centers and in cities that industrialized: spectacularly so 
in the case of Rio de Janeiro, the former federal district (where Jews came to 
constitute over 2 percent of the population), and Sao Paulo. By 1940, these 
two communities had eclipsed the smaller (and in some cases much older) 
Jewish communities of Pérto Alegre, Belo Horizonte, Curitiba, Recife, Salvador, 
and Belém. The Jewish community, evenly divided between Rio and Sao Paulo 
in 1940, with 20,000-21,000 each, responded to the greater dynamism of the 
younger city. The 1980 census found 44,378 Jews in Sao Paulo, compared with 
Rio’s 29,139. Together, the two cities accounted for 82 percent of the country’s 
Jewish population.» Interestingly, the 17 percent of Jews now living in Pérto 
Alegre who reported having been born in the “interior” came mostly from the 
areas of the old agricultural colonies of Col. Filipson, Erichim, and Quatro 
Irmaos.* 

Surveying Mexico in 1948, Shatzky found that “apart from the city of 
Mexico there exist another 17 cities with Jewish communities. Little by little, 
Jews move from the small localities to the capital, in order to establish them- 
selves among their coreligionists.”* He was a prophet in his time: today, 93 
percent of Mexican Jews live in the federal capital. In Uruguay, the great 
majority of Jews, like the majority of Uruguayos generally, live in the capital 
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city of Montevideo. Communal officials in Costa Rica, Ecuador, Guatemala, 
Paraguay, and Peru, writing in successive volumes of Comunidades Judias de 
Latinoamerica during the 1960s and 1970s, reported that nearly all Jews living 
in their respective countries resided in the capital city. 

The concentration of Jews in Latin American metropolitan centers derives 
from three historic roots: urbanization of Jews in their countries of origin, the 
massive urbanization that has taken place all over Latin America in the past 
decades, and the need of immigrants to integrate themselves into the economy. 

“Jews massed into cities earlier than other population groups and at a faster 
tempo,” writes Uriah Z. Engelman in his essay “Sources of Jewish Statistics.” 
From the Middle Ages onward, this trend was observable in Europe, the 
movement being accelerated by laws that forbade Jews to settle in rural areas 
or to own land. “By 1925 more than a fourth of all Jews in Europe and America 
lived in the fourteen cities with a million population or more, while only 5.7 
percent of the total population of the two continents lived in them.”* Jewish 
immigrants, settling in the major cities of Latin America, were continuing 
urban lifestyles they had developed on other continents. 

Most of Latin America has undergone an intense process of urbanization, 
without reference to Jews. In Argentina, for example, 70 percent of all immi- 
grants, despite their almost exclusively rural backgrounds, had urbanized them- 
selves by 1914. Jews, with a background in commerce and industry, were even 
more susceptible to the same pressures as those felt by Italian and Spanish 
immigrants. Seventy percent of Latin Americans now live in cities, up from 
50 percent in 1960.” Had Jews resisted urbanization in order to remain interned 
in rural areas, this phenomenon would surely have called for explication. As 
it is, the intense concentration of Jews in cities conforms to economic and 
social processes within the matrix societies as well as to the thrust of Jewish 
history. An incidental by-product of their concentration in large cities is that 
Jews have a more visible (and possibly more influential) presence within their 
national societies than their small numbers would seem to warrant. As a conse- 
quence, and because of the hegemony which the metropolis has historically 
exercised over the countryside, it is not unusual for non-Jews to hold a grossly 
inflated notion of the number of Jews in the population. 


Higher Education 

Traditional emphasis on learning and the founding of schools in order to 
provide basic education for their children equipped Jewish immigrants to take 
advantage of the shift from traditional to modernizing attitudes in those coun- 
tries where that occurred. In response to burgeoning opportunity, they shifted 
their attention away from specifically Jewish studies to career-oriented curricula 
geared to local economies. In the process of this changeover, education for the 
purpose of perpetuating Jewish identity came to be replaced by education as 
a means of integrating oneself into the economy of the adoptive society. 

Among the immigrants themselves, university education was a rarity. Older 
sons of merchants and industrialists tended to enter their fathers’ businesses; 
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most had no time to go to college. It was their younger siblings, and more 
generally, their children, who benefited from university admissions policies in 
increasing numbers. The younger the age group, the more Jewish university 
students are found within it. In 1963, a self-study of Jewish residents of the 
Quilmes district of Buenos Aires showed that 3 percent of those aged fifty and 
over held a university degree. The percentage of universitarios rose to 12 
percent for persons aged thirty to forty-nine and 19 percent for those aged 
twelve to twenty-nine.” Obviously, a grouping that would bracket the usual 
university age more precisely would have yielded a higher percentage of stu- 
dents. This in fact emerged from the 1960 national census, which showed 40 
percent of Jewish men and 21 percent of women aged twenty to twenty-four 
either attending college or with degree already in hand.*! 

A 1960 survey of the Jewish community of Valparaiso, Chile, that reached 
90 percent of avowed members, or 1,050 individuals, showed that 27 percent 
of sons born in the country were attending university. Concomitantly, the 
proportion of merchants dropped from 63 percent in the fathers’ generation 
to 32 percent in the sons’. “Here as elsewhere,” concludes the researcher, 
“youth move from trade to the free professions.”” 

In Sao Paulo in 1968, nearly 66 percent of Jews aged twenty to twenty- 
four were enrolled at a university or higher technical school; an additional 
cohort of 24 percent of persons aged twenty-five to twenty-nine were so 
enrolled, as were 5 percent of persons aged thirty and over.* These figures 
contrasted spectacularly with the 3.3 percent of the general population of the 
city who were receiving higher education at that date. In the more recent 
Pérto Alegre study, 33 percent of heads of families (both men and women) 
fifty-five years of age and older had peanpietent university; that figure rose to 
77 percent for those under age forty-one. 

The push for a university education and its use as a means of social ascent 
is by no means restricted to Jews. Nisei (ethnic Japanese born in Brazil) 
comprised 10 percent of all matriculated students in Sa0 Paulo at the same 
date. The figures do not enable us to determine to what extent university 
enrollment is the result of some specifically Jewish factor and how much results 
from the situation of Jews as immigrants. But two-thirds to three-quarters 
enrollment of youth of university age is a fact that must be considered in 
delineating the profile of Brazilian Jews, as well as in assessing their contribution 
to culture, politics, and the economy. 

The concentration of Jewish students in the free professions is marked for 
every community studied. The careers most heavily represented among Jewish 
universitarios of Quilmes were medicine, 27 percent; engineering, 12 percent; 
economics, 10 percent; pharmacy and biochemistry, 9 percent.” Twenty-six 
percent of second-generation Jews of Cali, Medellin, and Barranquilla, taken 
as a group, were practicing in the free professions, primarily in medicine, 
architecture, and engineering.” The most popular course pursued by Jewish 
university students of Sao Paulo was engineering (25 percent), followed by 
medicine (13 percent), economics and business administration (11 percent), 
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and the law (11 percent). For Pérto Alegre, the majority choices were medicine 
(21 percent), engineering (19 percent), and law (11 percent), followed closely 
by business administration (7.5 percent).* The pattern in Peru is similar: a 
decade of graduating classes from Colegio Le6n Pinelo (1972-83) produced 
19 percent engineers, 16 percent physicians, 13 percent psychologists, and 11 
percent architects.” In no other country is the percentage of Jewish lawyers 
anywhere near the number found in Brazil. Without data to guide us, intuition 
asserts that the lawyer, the hombre de confianza (trusted person) is a role to 
which Jews have not been fully admitted in Spanish-speaking countries. 

The data for Sao Paulo showed one-half of Jewish women aged twenty to 
twenty-four attending university, where they comprised two-fifths of Jewish 
students in the sixties. This is a continuation of the trend that appeared in 
earlier Argentine studies, which showed that in that country, 31 percent of 
Jewish students were women, as compared with 24 percent of women among 
university students generally (including the Jewish component). The outcome 
of university education has been social mobility for women as well as for men. 
A survey of 125 Buenos Aires women engaged in stereotypically masculine 
professions found that a majority of the sample were daughters of immigrants; 
one-third of the cohort were Jews or daughters of Jews.” 

The entry of Jews into the free professions in numbers far exceeding their 
proportion to the population conforms both to the patterns of Jewish history 
and to the developmental needs of their societies. That the latter is becoming 
more persuasive than the former is shown by the accelerating tendency to 
enter professions that relate to modernization, such as engineering, business 
administration, accounting, and architecture. Jews still become doctors, but 
there is more deployment throughout the economy. Rabbis, cantors, ritual 
slaughterers, and other personnel of religious life scarcely figure in the data; 
until recently, these officiants have had to be imported from abroad. An interest- 
ing facet of the statistics is the recent tendency of Jewish students to avoid 
humanistic studies, contrary to the Jewish experience in other countries. For 
example, during the 1981-82 academic year, a bare 1.77 percent of Jewish 
students matriculated at Venezuelan universities were enrolled in the humanit- 
ies or arts and letters.” Pérto Alegre enrollments drop to 2.8 percent for 
literature, 1.5 percent for history, and so forth. While the data are insufficient 
to support any conclusion, it is conceivable that avoidance of the humanities 
results from the psychological impact of the purges carried out against humanist 
intellectuals with such brutality in Argentina (1976-83) and Chile (mid-1970s). 

It was earlier shown that Jewish economic mobility, where it occurred, was 
a function of the ability of immigrants to fill a gap in the production and 
distribution of needed consumer goods. An addendum to that observation is 
that Jewish social mobility is also due to the availability of educated Jewish 
personnel at times and in places where the demand for technically trained 
people was great enough to overcome traditional prejudice against them. Edu- 
cational maintenance in community-sponsored schools during periods when 
governments were failing to educate their own people equipped Jews to partici- 
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The appearance of these Jewish youths on a Sunday outing in Mexico City in 
the 1920s bespeaks their families’ rapid ascent to the Mexican middle class. 


pate in the economic development of their countries when attitudes had shifted 
sufficiently to permit them to do so. Pursuing their own dream of personal 
advancement, Jews added materially to the reservoir of skilled manpower so 
ardently desired by modernizing forces. 


Intermarriage 

The Argentine census of 1960 showed that in the age group fifteen to forty- 
four, there were 930 Jewish men for every 1,000 Jewish women. Furthermore, 
more Jews married that year than could be accounted for in records of the 
Jewish community. Schmelz and DellaPergola concluded that more young and 
middle-aged males than females declined to identify themselves as Jews, that 
substantial numbers of Jews—more men than women—were intermarrying, 
and that most children of mixed marriages were not being raised as Jews. 

In addition, the current generation of Jewish women is not replacing itself. 
Projection of the 1960 birth rate onto the known number of Jewish women 
aged fifteen to forty-nine in 1960 determined that there was a shortfall not of 
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the anticipated 5 percent, but of 29 percent: 16,300 infants under the age of 
four in place of the expected 21,700. The difference represented infants born 
to Jewish mothers who had intermarried.” The high and rising rate of intermar- 
riage among Argentine Jews has been noted since Jews settled in that country. 
Its extent had never before been charted. Its ultimate impact, unless the trend 
should be reversed, would be the assimilation of Argentine Jews into the 
general population, since intermarriage commonly is a prelude to the loss of 
Jewish identity. Consistent with their hopes for Jewish survival, the tendency 
of Jewish organizations had been to deplore the trend to assimilation while 
continuing to count the offspring of mixed marriages as Jews. Recent research, 
however, forces the observer to face facts. The Argentine Jewish community 
is steadily dwindling in size and faces a real question of viability. Based on 
partial data, DellaPergola conjectures that the rate of intermarriage in provin- 
cial Argentina may have been as high as 40 percent in the 1960s and has 
undoubtedly climbed higher by now.* 


The fundamental thrust of the projections, according to prevailing 
trends, is that the internal evolution of Jews in Latin America—es- 
pecially in Argentina and typologically similar communities (e.g., Uru- 
guay)—is set on a course of accelerating decreases. A negative balance 
of external migrations will intensify the demographic deficits, but even 
a hypothetical positive turn in the migratory balance would be no more 
than a palliative as long as the internal evolution adversely affects Jewish 
population size.” 


In seeking to gain acceptance, many Jews opt to forgo their Jewish identity. 
This is a phenomenon common in the Western world since emancipation, but 
it appears to be more pronounced in Latin America, where conservatives reject 
cultural pluralism as a valid ideal and liberals who accept a Jewish presence insist 
on the Enlightenment principle that these strangers abandon their Jewishness. 
Abandonment of Judaism occurs most frequently during the university years; 
an anomaly of the situation is that so many Jewish students are studying under 
intellectuals of Jewish origin. The entry of increasing numbers of Jewish youth 
into university life has been coupled with a noticeable rise in the rate of 
intermarriage. The assimilationist course, which conforms to societal expecta- 
tions, deprives Jewish communities of intellectual leadership at a time when 
their full acceptance as citizens is by no means assured. A study conducted 
among Sao Paulo Jews in the 1980s suggested that the frequency of intermar- 
riage tends to be highest among native-born university graduates. In 69 of 80 
mixed marriages, the Jewish partner had attended university, a higher educa- 
tional level than prevailed among Jews who married endogamously.” The 1994 
study of Pérto Alegre provided a longer time line for intermarriage than other 
surveys had. Among respondents over 69 years of age and living in the city, 1 
in 440 heads of family and 1 in 25 of their spouses (mostly, but not entirely 
women) descended from one or two parents who were not Jews. Among Jewish 
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city dwellers between the ages of 21 and 30, the corresponding figures were 
1 in 9 and 1 of 2. 

Mexico provides an interesting variation on this picture. Intermarriage was 
found to be nonexistent (or unreported) among Arabic-speaking Jews living in 
that country. The 21.7 percent rate of intermarriage among members of the 
Ashkenazi Conservative congregation was doubled by intermarriage rates 
among the non-affiliated, who incidentally also had the highest rate of post- 
graduate degrees.” Obviously, other factors intervened as well, but still the data 
are suggestive. The differential rates of intermarriage point to the differences 
between modernized and traditional populations that became evident in the 
earlier discussion of birth rates. The speed at which assimilation occurs among 
the intermarried was graphically demonstrated by the finding that, while all 
non-affiliated males were circumcised, only 75 percent of their sons had under- 
gone this fundamental Jewish rite. 

Abandonment of the Jewish heritage is almost always couched in secular 
terms: there are few conversions to Catholicism. Evidence to this effect can 
be extracted from DellaPergola’s findings for Mexico. Three percent of Jews 
contacted by the Mexican sample survey characterized themselves as nonaffili- 
ated. Within this group, 18 percent of marriage partners had been born Catho- 
lic, but fewer than 1 percent of these spouses reported themselves to be 
Catholic at present. Meanwhile, the 72 percent of responding spouses who 
reported themselves to have been born Jewish dwindled to 58 percent who 
consider themselves Jewish at present. The number reporting themselves to 
be of no religion at all went from 8 percent at birth to 33 percent at present,” 
supporting the present author's earlier analysis that former Jews and their 
children tend to join the mass of the secular unchurched who populate Latin 
American urban centers. While Catholic spouses were leaving the church, 
Jewish spouses were abandoning Judaism. Anticlerical attitudes characteristic 
of this sector of the population target both the Catholic and the Jewish establish- 
ments (as irreligious as the latter may be), producing Jews who are willing to 
identify themselves as having been born Jewish, but who do not, or cannot, 
associate with the Jewish community. Where a secular option exists, Jews have 
shown themselves to be quite ready to assimilate.” 

Intermarriage and assimilation to the majority culture are regarded as the 
primary threat to Jewish survival on the continent by Latin American Jewish 
leaders, who refer to the phenomenon as “the white pogrom.” The rapid and 
increasing rate of assimilation is deplored and perceived by them as the most 
urgent item on the communal agenda, eclipsing in importance the problem of 
anti-Semitism which, as they correctly point out, exists all over the world. 
From the standpoint of the Latin American polities, assimilation vindicates 
proimmigration forces who welcomed Jews to their shores. Assimilation contin- 
ues the process that appeared first in the Curagaoan Jewish community, then 
in the Dominican Republic and Venezuela, a process at first confined to Sephar- 
dim. At first blush, Ashkenazim would appear to be more resistant to Hispanic 
and Portuguese cultures as well as to underlying indigenous and black elements. 
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But German and French Jews assimilated quite readily and so now are the 
East Europeans. In the course of no more than three generations, substantial 
proportions of Jews voluntarily abandoned their Jewish heritage in favor of an 
unalloyed national identity, despite the fact that there were few, if any, national 
institutions prepared to incorporate them together with their inherited culture. 
Persistent and diligent efforts on the part of other Jews to sustain and transmit 
their heritage on American soil failed to diminish the attraction Latin American 
cultures exercised over the immigrants. 


Emigration 

War, revolution, and economic chaos impel thousands of Latin Americans 
to leave their homes each year. Jewish Latin Americans are no exception. In 
times of political and economic stress, Jews, like other Latin Americans, emi- 
grate if they have the financial means to do so. For those who have the need 
but not the means, international Jewish rescue organizations have come to their 
aid. Cuba’s 12,000 Jews dwindled to fewer than 2,000 in the years immediately 
following the revolution of 1959. Uruguay, which reported 55,000 Jews in 1970, 
claimed only 48,000 two years later and 23,600 today, in the context of the 
large-scale flight of all population elements from that country. The Central 
American Jewish communities all but emptied out during the violent 1970s. 
Repression in Argentina and Chile in the 1970s caused the flight of thousands, 
among them, unknown numbers of Jews. The result of this emigration is to 
deprive Latin American economies of potential active elements, as well as to 
impoverish Jewish community life and challenge its ability to survive. 

For Jews, emigration is also a response to the challenge of assimilation. 
Rather than see their children abandon their Jewish identity, some Latin Ameri- 
can Jews prefer to raise their families in Israel or the United States, where 
their Jewish identity can be confirmed—though at the expense of their Latin 
identity. Out-migration has been proceeding during a period when in-migration 
could not occur. Colombia, which claimed 14,000 Jews in 1960, had half that 
number in 1982 and even fewer a decade later, by which time Colombians 
had become a noticeable presence in Miami, Houston, and New York. We have 
earlier seen how rural Jewish youth were drawn to the city by the prospect of 
higher education. This evacuation of the countryside by Jewish youth in quest 
of an education is replicated on a broader scale as young men and women 
leave such hinterland communities as Quito, Lima, La Paz, and Montevideo 
for New York, Hamburg, and Tel Aviv. Economic and political reasons propel 
many Latin Americans from their homeland, but for Jews, with a numerically 
small community to start with, departure of the college-bound reduces the 
number of potential mates so drastically that parents are encouraged to send 
abroad other children, particularly daughters, whom they would otherwise 
have kept at home, but whom they wish to see marry endogamously. While 
some of these students remain within Latin America, many depart for the 
United States or Israel with their parents’ blessing to remain if possible. 

No figures exist for Jewish emigration save in the case of Jews arriving in 
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Israel. Between 1948 (the year the state was founded) and 1986, 42,389 immi- 
grants listed Argentina as their last place of residence, among a total 73,045 
who emigrated from all of Latin America to the Jewish state.” (Between 1953 
and 1969, no more than 350 Jews were admitted to Argentina in any one year.) 
In the 1970s, 13,000 Argentines emigrated to Israel, and 10,500 in the 1980s." 
Whether or not these migrants remained in Israel, their departure went far 
toward emptying out the Argentine kehillah. Beyond Argentina, and controlling 
for population size, DellaPergola identifies Cuba, Bolivia, Uruguay, and Chile 
as the countries with the highest rates of immigration to Israel, conforming to 
his observation that “aliya peaks and troughs seem to reflect quite accurately 
some of the main political and economic events in Latin American societies.” 
Other exiles, for whom no figures exist, emigrated to the United States, Spain, 
Germany, and other Latin American countries. Mexico did receive Jewish 
immigrants during the decades of 1961-91; but almost all came from other 
Latin American countries and thus did not add to the size of the Jewish 
population overall. 

Low birth rate, aging population, rising mortality rate, small family size, 
increasing rates of intermarriage, and fluctuating but continuous emigration 
characterize the Jewish populations of Latin America, causing them to diminish 
in size and to shrink to minuscule minorities. Urbanization intensifies all these 
trends. City life typically reinforces the desire to limit the size of one’s family. 
Higher education paves the way for economic and social mobility, which in 
turn brings Jewish youth into contact with attractive non-Jewish mates, as well 
as with the potential for improved quality of life through emigration. Jews at 
both ends of the spectrum—those who intermarry and ignore their Jewish 
heritage and those who emigrate in order to lead fuller lives as Jews—contribute 
to the cultural homogeneity of the Latin American peoples, who are as yet 
undecided whether to accept cultural pluralism as a valid ideal. 


PART FOUR 


JEWS AND | 
THEIR WORLDS | 


CHAPTER 9 


Jews North and South 


In moments of disenchantment, Jaime realized the difficulties 
inherent in going from any Jewish past to a Catholic present. 


—Mario Szichman, At 8:25 Evita Became Immortal 


JEWISH LIFE IN the United States, so intensively researched, offers the 
possibility of a useful comparison with Jewish life in Latin America. The 
contrast between the two communities points up differences that stem only 
in part from the immigrants (for they were roughly similar in their origins and 
part of the same migratory waves) but also from the nature of the host societies 
in which they settled. 

Jews of the United States dwell within the boundaries of one of the world’s 
largest territorial sovereignties, characterized by secular norms, pacific alterna- 
tion of governments, and a social milieu created by the immigrants themselves. 
Jews of Latin America are scattered throughout twenty-one separate polities, 
characterized by hierarchical religious norms, volatile politics, and a social 
milieu that was created long before their arrival and to which they are expected 
to conform. Examining the social structures of the two realms, one is struck 
over and over again by the reluctance of Latin Americans to make the changes 
necessary to integrate immigrants into their national societies. Despite demands 
that immigrants assimilate, the latter's efforts to integrate themselves met with 
suspicion, if not outright rejection. Although it scarcely can be said that the 
United States was totally accommodating in this regard, comparison shows the 
far more limited flexibility of Latin American institutions and their resistance 
to the entry of Jews in particular into civic life. 

The Jewish community of the United States came into existence within a 
society that had been spun off from Europe in the Age of Enlightenment. The 
Jewish communities of Latin America came into existence in societies that had 
been founded and still were grounded in the pre-Enlightenment past. Jews 
were emancipated by their arrival in the United States; Jews of the Latin 
American republics have not been fully emancipated yet from the hateful 
religious and political stigmata that followed them to the New World. 
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Spain in America was a fragment of medieval Europe that, once loosed 
from its European context, continued to evolve along the path determined by 
its heritage. Incorporating Indians and then blacks into the lower rungs of the 
corporate and patrimonial structure, Latin American societies took on an 
American coloration but retained their medieval orientation. In Louis Hartz’s 
formulation, “the logic of feudal fragmentation” persisted, resulting in a “heart- 
breaking betrayal” of the Enlightenment.' The conquistadors were the last and 
the most successful of the crusaders, and if the latifundia that were settled 
upon their successors were not precisely feudal estates, clearly they owed more 
to the institution of feudalism than they did to either freehold tenure or 
industrial capitalism. Spanish and Portuguese statism, revived and strengthened 
by transplantation to virgin territory overseas, met no countervailing power 
strong enough to challenge it, and consequently life in the Indies quickly settled 
down on foundations long familiar to the peninsulars. 

If Spain and Portugal were able, as they were, to resist the forces of 
Protestant and industrial revolutions, how much more resistant were the forces 
of tradition in these new nuclei of Iberia, whither only the orthodox could 
travel. Having destroyed the Amerindian civilizations, the conquerors grafted 
onto the ruins their own vision of the just society: Catholic, hierarchical, 
patrimonial. With certificates of clean blood they purchased posts in govern- 
ment and church, becoming the bureaucrats and managers of empire. The 
tone of Latin American society was set by royal pensioners and true believers, 
whose allegiance for the next three centuries was to remain immutably fixed 
to their royal master upon whom they depended for their wealth and status. 
They would never have left the kingdom had not the kingdom left them. When 
the French Revolution and Napoleon’s invasion of Spain and Portugal cut the 
tie that bound, Enlightenment did not suddenly rush in. Rather, criollo elites 
took their nations out of the empire, generating “independence” revolutions 
that guaranteed that nothing would change. With the breath of liberty infused 
into them, medieval forms of life survived in Latin America long after their 
European originals had succumbed owing to their inadequacy in dealing with 
modernizing forces. These medieval forms included legal and social inhibitions 
upon Jews. 

North America began receiving European settlers two hundred years later 
than South and Central America. During the intervening period, Europe 
exclusive of Iberia went through a great transformation. The Reformation 
and the wars of religion cracked forever the Catholic Church's pretensions to 
universality, paving the way for religious competition. A wave of rationalism 
began the rout of all religions, a process that was to bring to birth the Age of 
Enlightenment and lead eventually to the emancipation of the Jews from 
discriminatory laws and immurement in ghettoes. Industrial revolution trans- 
formed Europe’s modes of production, while capitalism began to alter the 
relationship between employer and employed. By the eighteenth century, Eu- 
rope was entering the modern age, and Jews were being freed of the age-old 
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restrictions on residence, occupation, and family life that had trammeled them 
for centuries. 

Asa result of the difference in timing, the people who settled North America 
differed in mentality from those who had conquered the South. The eighteenth- 
century efflux of settlers out of England and northern Europe generally were 
the unlicensed and the unemployed, dissenters from old religions and cast-offs 
of the new industrialism, looking for land and work to set their hands to. 
Devotees of eccentric cults, they had reason to fear state churches and came 
more and more to view religion as beyond the grasp of government. Catholics, 
Lutherans, and others who in Europe had belonged to state churches were 
now in a minority and in time would have to tailor their beliefs to the new 
American reality. The rational revolution was beginning to make its impact; 
many were prepared to believe that the world was subject to natural laws, or 
at least to the laws of nature’s God, and that an individual’s relationship to this 
God was a purely personal affair. 

In contrast to the image of the deicide, the devil, the usurer, the bawd, 
that confronted Jewish immigrants to Spanish- and Portuguese-speaking lands, 
Jewish immigrants to the English colonies found elements with which they 
could identify. South Carolina’s charter had been drafted under the influence 
of John Locke, author of the first published appeal for emancipation of the 
Jews in the English-speaking world. The Puritans thought of themselves as 
Hebrews, “children of the covenant,” who had been brought to New England's 
promised land by divine providence. Emphasis by fundamentalist sects upon 
the reading of the Bible led to the teaching of Hebrew in order that God’s 
word could be heard in the original. Ancient Hebrew prophecy was one source 
of nourishment for the Enlightenment, and thus the climate of the colonies 
owed much to the Old Testament. Jews coming into colonies that honored the 
same tradition they did found a friendlier welcome than those who came to 
lands whose heritage—never fully repudiated—included the use of state power 
to eradicate it. 

The nonconforming and dissenting colonists of the North rebelled against 
royal authority on very slight pretext, when it seemed as though Parliament 
was abandoning its laissez-faire manner of government. Placing power in the 
hands of the people, the colonists devised a constitution that limited the power 
that either government or church could wield over the citizen, by forbidding 
them to buttress one another. The anticlerical thrust of the Enlightenment 
made inevitable the separation of church and state, without the need to fight 
a war of religion on American soil. Emancipation of the Jews was thus achieved 
in the United States without bloodshed and without reference to Jews, 
for there were almost none in the country at the time. From the moment the 
republic was launched, Jews enjoyed civil, religious, and political equality. 
There were to be no religious tests for office, no bar to the marriage or burial 
of Jews, no limitations on place of residence or occupation. Furthermore, the 
terms of revolution from the mother country offered the promise that American 
society would continue to open outward, rather than collapse in upon itself as 
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had happened so quickly in Spanish and Portuguese realms. The break with 
Europe allowed Jews to feel that they, too, had broken with the desolate past, 
that the United States would be a different kind of diaspora, one where Jews 
could live on equal terms with Gentiles because their values sprang from the 
same sources and were compatible with one another. This compatibility explains 
both the magnetism that the United States exerted for Jews and the common- 
place Latin American perception of the United States as entirely Jewish. 

Lacking an established church, the United States attracted immigrants of 
every religious persuasion and of none. The diverse flow of peoples in turn 
confirmed the heterogeneous nature of American life. Immigrants arrived in 
such masses, into territory so nearly depopulated, that they created their 
own social norms, establishing as the national ideal the actuality of their own 
existence: the plural society. No one would deny that it was the dominant 
white, Protestant, Anglo-Saxon male who set the standards, but this dominance 
was not monolithic and did not totally exclude Jews. There was room for the 
Jewish as for the non-Jewish immigrant; a variety of identities could coexist. The 
social norm of cultural pluralism that developed in response to the immigrant 
experience was never completely accepted; curiously, it flourished side by side 
with the WASP ideal. 

As a direct consequence, participation by Jews in the life of the United 
States has regularly been welcomed as a sign that they were becoming Ameri- 
canized. This process went so far that by the mid-twentieth century, Judaism 
was being accorded status as the third major religion in the country, despite 
the fact that Jews never accounted for more than 3.7 percent of the population 
and are today an even smaller proportion. 

In total contrast, the Jews of Latin America have had great difficulty over- 
coming the perception of themselves as foreigners, unwelcome and illegitimate 
intruders into national life, and even as corrupters of the national spirit. Jewish 
immigrants to Latin America came to a continent already preempted by two 
powerful cultural traditions that either ignored or were hostile to them. The 
first of these, the autochthonous one, was not attractive to Jews. The vestiges 
of defeated Maya, Guarani, or Inca civilizations seemed to have little to offer 
either Ashkenazi or Sephardi; nor did Jews have a place in the indigenous 
world, save in the role of devil to which the missionaries had consigned them. 
Entry into their new societies had to depend on identification with the Spanish 
or the Portuguese. 

The same was true for all immigrants: their common meeting ground was 
the church. But the church, which compassionately absorbed Indian and black, 
Italian and Pole, found Jews indigestible. The Jews were the one people whom 
the church had failed historically either to absorb or to destroy. In the unrecon- 
structed atmosphere of Latin Catholicism, where the line between church and 
state was blurred and overlapping jurisdiction persisted, Jews continued to be 
viewed as unassimilable. If they were outside the church, were they not also 
outside the state? 

Until the present, national allegiances have continued to be filtered through 
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Catholic sensibilities. Most Latin American constitutions require that the presi- 
dent of the nation profess Roman Catholicism, a stipulation abandoned by 
Argentina only in 1994. The ubiquitous Christ figures displayed on mountain- 
tops are a continual reminder of the Jews’ inherited status as deicides. The 
more compassionate Catholic rendering of history, which reminds the faithful 
that Christ himself was a Jew, invites masochistic submission. The child in the 
classroom is daily asked to identify with either the crucified or the crucifiers. 
The choice of either role requires continual dissimulation and suppression. 
Jewish children must either pretend to be that which they are not or pretend 
not to be that which they are. Either choice results in utilizing only half 
their identity and the expenditure of considerable energy in suppressing the 
other half. 

There are, of course, ecumenical efforts within the Latin American church, 
which wax and wane with the appointment of hierarchs with differing orienta- 
tions. The number and influence of clerics working in the spirit of Vatican II 
varies by country. But the end toward which they strive—the reception of 
Jews into a common humanity formerly restricted to Christians—represents 
a difficult break with the past. This break, the all-important emancipation, 
occurred in the United States before the drafting of the Constitution. 

On the part of the Jews, every attempt to identify with the majority culture 
brought them up against its essentially Catholic core, the centrality of the 
Inquisition mentality (displayed with such sadistic cruelty during the proceso), 
and their own role as victims. Despite the lapse of centuries and the historical 
discontinuity between Spain and the Spanish-speaking republics, echoes of 
the Expulsion reverberated in immigrant ears. The principal park of Mexico 
City, the Alameda, where children play and Diego Rivera painted, was known 
to Jews as the site of the auto-da-fé, where New Christian pioneers were 
reduced to ashes by their Old Christian compatriots. One of the main streets 
of Lima was still known as Matajudfos, Kill-the-Jews; Havana boasted streets 
named Inquisador and Picoto (gibbet). In colonial times, Jews had been pariahs. 
In modern times, omnipresent Catholic symbolism confirmed their status as 
outsiders, limited their access to education and to politics, and impeded their 
social acceptability. 

We have seen that many Jewish immigrants to Latin America were alienated 
from religion and thus available for recruitment for life in lands where the 
survival of Judaism was not at all assured. Jewish immigrants who gave up 
their identity were free to intermarry, assimilate, and disappear as Jews, and 
that is even more true for their university-educated children and grandchildren. 
For those who wish to remain Jewish, life is more complex. Had the Latin 
American republics broken with the past, developing secular and modernizing 
national symbols, the way would have been paved for the acceptance of Jews 
into national life on the basis of equality. Hopeful immigrants at the turn of 
the century believed this was a possibility. There is a world of difference 
between merging with a secular population on equal terms and accepting a 
subordinate position on a Catholic standard. To the degree that the Latin 
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republics choose to remain loyal to their Catholic core, Jews are closed out 
of dominant social institutions. Where no neutral ground appears between 
antagonistic Iberian and Jewish traditions, emergence of a Latin American 
Jewish identity is frustrated. 

Pressure for conformity was felt by all immigrants, but a Jew had harder 
choices to make. One had to choose between continuing to feel a part of the 
Jewish people (which implied distance from one’s fellow Bolivians or Argentini- 
ans) or starting anew as part (but not an integral part) of the Bolivian or 
Argentinian nation. The adjustment required was more demanding than that 
required of Catholic Italians and Spaniards. The terms in which the choice 
was presented were more urgent than the terms offered by societies that accept 
cultural diversity. Those Jews who continued to identify primarily as Jews 
ended by constructing for themselves their own private societies, within which 
everyone was known to everyone else and responsible for one another's behav- 
ior. This core society was then attacked: the building of AMIA, the Buenos 
Aires kehillah, was destroyed by bombs in 1994 (see pp. 265-68). 

In the United States, numerous institutions evolved that took as their task 
the Americanization of the immigrant. Foremost among these was the universal, 
tax-supported public school. Notoriously, children were taught the pledge of 
allegiance to the flag before the alphabet. The primary interest of the state 
was in Americanizing the child; reading and writing could come later. A close 
adjunct to this process was the free night school for immigrants. It is not 
irrelevant that the prototype of such schools was opened in Baltimore in 1889 
by Henrietta Szold, daughter of an immigrant Hungarian rabbi. Its first students 
were Russian Jews, and the subjects taught were American history and the 
English language. The assumption of responsibility for this school by the city 
of Baltimore represented a clear acceptance of the obligation to teach the 
newcomers English and prepare them for citizenship. Subsequently, the system 
of adult night school education became a permanent part of the American 
educational scene. 

Universal military conscription into the citizen army of the United States 
during World War I was another homogenizing experience for immigrants. 
Work in the industrial plant, where labor, like machines, was viewed as inter- 
changeable, though experienced at the time as dehumanizing, obliterated dis- 
tinctions between white ethnic groups, whether immigrant or Yankee. Jews who 
flocked to the factories and sweatshops became subject to the homogenizing 
pressures of the industrial plant and, in the course of a generation and in 
the company of other immigrants, became “Americanized.” Standardization of 
behavior patterns was speeded by the continent-wide network of transportation 
and communication, which made it possible for immigrants to blend to a 
national, rather than a merely regional, standard. 

None of these nationalizing forces had free play in the Latin American 
republics. Burdened with some of the most difficult terrain in the world, 
Latin American communications and transportation responded to regional, not 
continental, exigencies. Industrialization did not really get under way until 
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World War I; abstention from that conflict meant that citizen armies—the great 
democratizing force ever since the French Revolution—never came into being. 
To the contrary, in the anomie that followed independence, soldiering degener- 
ated into banditry. As for public education, it was the victim of the most 
profound apathy and prejudice on the part of legislators. 

In the absence of nationalizing institutions, immigrants to Latin America 
were left largely on their own when it came to restructuring their lives to suit 
the conditions of their new homes. Inevitably, they tended to perpetuate the 
pattern of life of the old country, since it was the only one they knew. This 
process operated on all nationality groups and marginalized them from the 
political process. Its impact on Jewish immigrants was particularly severe 
because Jews were themselves divided into numerous ethnic groups character- 
ized by differences in language, custom, and religious practice. In their search 
for mutually supportive relationships, Jews reproduced the varied institutions 
of their countries of origin. In the process, they unintentionally walled them- 
selves off from one another as well as from the larger society. The result was 
that welter of interethnic rivalries which for many years incapacitated the 
communities for concerted action. 

Since Jewish immigrants to the United States originated in roughly similar 
migrations, the same potential for divisiveness existed among them. Indeed, 
at the close of the colonial period, rivalry did develop between “aristocratic” 
Sephardim and “parvenu” Germans. Later, the aloof attitude of German Jews 
was to afflict the impoverished East Europeans. But despite episodes of conflict, 
these interethnic feuds did not become institutionalized as they did in Latin 
America. The representative and philanthropic bodies of active American Jew- 
ish life embrace Jews of every ethnic origin. In acculturating to a United States 
standard, Jews acculturated to one another. 

The Americanization of immigrants was undertaken in religiously neutral 
terms. Development of secular public life in the United States and the consign- 
ment of religious belief to the private sphere enabled Jews to identify with 
the nation and to adopt its symbols and heroes without reservation. The religious 
affiliation of American presidents is not regarded as relevant in public school 
textbooks. Old Glory, Mount Rushmore, and Monticello are national, not reli- 
gious, symbols. No schoolchild is required to learn what church, if any, Davy 
Crockett attended. Even the religious sensibilities of a Lincoln are transmuted 
into a nonsectarian faith that is as acceptable to Jewish as to Christian citizens. 
To be “religious” is a sufficient value in itself. 

It is a truism of Jewish history that the elements wherein Jewish communi- 
ties differ from one another are elements that have been taken over from their 
host societies. We have seen that the rigidities of Latin American Catholicism 
were early replicated within the Jewish communities of that continent. Monop- 
oly over the cemetery gave the kehillah the same leverage as that exerted by 
the church. Rabbinical resistance to reform paralleled the opposition of Latin 
American prelates to the innovations of Vatican II. In the United States, Jewish 
congregations cast themselves in the Protestant mold, refashioning Jewish 
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tradition and offering to the American Jew a variety of religious styles that 
parallels the range offered to Protestants. The Reform movement made a 
particularly swift and drastic adaptation to American life, reflecting the emanci- 
pation psychology of the movement’s German founders. Conservatism threw 
a bridge between Reform and Orthodoxy, providing a way by which the East 
European migrants could grow into the role of “third major religion” America 
was offering. Later, Reconstructionism opened the way to continually changing 
interpretations of Judaism to keep it in touch with the evolution of American 
life. Eclectic religious practice in the United States contrasts strongly with the 
monopoly maintained until recently by the Catholic Church and by Orthodox 
Judaism in Latin America. The result is that third-generation American Jews 
are free to embrace their Jewish identification while assimilating to American 
life. There is no unbridgeable fracture between Protestantism and Judaism 
and ample meeting ground for the two traditions. 

But it is in the area of economics that comparison of the Jewish situation 
in the North and in the South is most illuminating. The Jewish mode of entry 
into the North American economy included the same reliance on peddling 
that has been noted for Latin America. Following an initial period of itinerancy 
and forced savings, many peddlers moved into either fixed commerce or manu- 
facturing (principally in textiles and the clothing industry). The immigrants’ 
behavior patterns were similar, but the receptive molds of the two societies 
were distinctly different. Since industrialization began considerably earlier 
in the North, purchasing power was more widely diffused throughout the 
population. There was little of that contempt for commerce which was so 
notable a feature of the Latin South. Moneymaking, striving to get ahead, and 
competition for status were all qualities approved by the culture; indeed, 
success at these activities was widely regarded as a sign of grace. Although the 
individual Jewish entrepreneur may have been as disliked by his non-Jewish 
competitor as was his coreligionist in the South by his, nevertheless northern 
culture, suffused by the Protestant work ethic, supported his efforts to get 
ahead. Uncle Sam himself had been a merchant. He provided quite a different 
role model than did the plundering hidalgo of Iberian mythology. There existed 
in the United States no counterpart to the obloquy that Hispanic culture had 
heaped upon the entrepreneur since the thirteenth century, unless it were 
contempt for the man who depended on inherited wealth for status. Individuals 
with ingenuity and brains enough to turn potential into reality were ad- 
mired—even if they were Jewish. With the recognition of entrepreneurial skills 
widespread through the population, there was nothing mysterious about the 
process of making money, and no legend of a Jewish conspiracy was needed 
to explain the financial success of individual Jews. Nor was it necessary to 
compose fictitious Jewish genealogies for non-Jews who showed business 
acumen. 

Very few of the Latin American Jewish communities ever achieved the 
buoyancy that characterizes Jewish life in the United States. One might name 
Curagao under Dutch rule, Panama during the building of the canal, Chile 
during World War I, contemporary Brazil (whose national motto is “Order and 
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Progress”). The factor common to each was the existence of an expanding free 
enterprise economy. Jews have attained status in societies that measured them 
by their achievements, and they have been kept in a subordinate position 
where status was ascribed by birth. 

In addition to the petty merchants and craftsmen, there were Jewish prole- 
tarians in both migratory streams. The reciprocal nature of immigrant accultura- 
tion and structural assimilation emerges clearly in the field of labor organization. 
Jews were prime movers in the initiation of labor unions in the United States. 
Workers with their roots in the Bund organized unions that set standards for 
the entire labor movement with respect to collective bargaining, the forty- 
hour week, medical insurance, workers’ pensions, and the arbitration of griev- 
ances. In fact, it could be said that during their time in the factory, Jewish 
workers revolutionized the condition of the American working man and woman. 

Along with their fellow activists, Jewish labor leaders suffered police repres- 
sion at the start, not because they were Jews but because they were labor 
leaders. But the most forceful among them—people like Sidney Hillman, 
Morris Hillquit, Alex Rose, Rose Schneiderman, David Dubinsky—ultimately 
came to wield considerable influence in state and national politics. Merely to 
name them confirms the salience of Jewish labor leaders and their emergence 
from a parochial to a national stage. Their daily activities as they struggled to 
earn a living in decent conditions opened up key institutions in American 
society. 

Not so in Latin America. Early union activity by Jews was met not only by 
police repression but by goon squad action against Jewish neighborhoods and 
homes. The strike at Vasena ironworks in Buenos Aires in 1919 ended in a 
pogrom in the Jewish district of Once. Over the course of a generation, as it 
became clear that a Jewish contribution to national political life was not accept- 
able, the ideals of the Bund were compressed into the hothouse atmosphere 
of the kehillah, where they could have no practical effect save for casting votes 
in favor of a socialist version of Zionism. Jewish labor leaders never gained 
national acceptability for their ideas, a failure shared by their non-Jewish 
colleagues. Failure of the Radical party of Irigoyen in Argentina to act upon 
its principles is notorious. Socialism influenced the Latin American labor move- 
ment, but did not permeate the culture. In Argentina, socialism was swamped 
by peronismo, a personalist movement that manipulated the loyalties of workers 
while reducing their unions to dependency on the chief executive. Egalitarian 
ideologies found no resonance in society as a whole. In this hierarchical setting, 
Jews, as a subordinated minority, were permitted to occupy a well-defined 
niche in society, circumscribed in terms of commercial and financial services 
rendered. While Jewish individuals might be elected or appointed to public 
office, legitimacy was not accorded to any political interest of the Jewish 
collectivity. 

In contrast to the political neutralization of Jews in Latin American politics, 
Jewish immigrants to the United States plunged into local politics as soon as 
they had mastered the English language. By the turn of the century, there 
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were Jewish ward heelers, poll watchers, ballot clerks, and campaign orators 
in East Coast cities. Jews were admitted to Tammany councils and nominated 
to municipal office. They were appointed corporation counsels and assistant 
district attorneys; they sought election as assemblymen and aldermen, and 
many went on to judicial appointments. The “Jewish vote” was being sought 
in New York by 1905, and candidates campaigned vigorously in wards populated 
by Jews.’ Political activism among Jews depended not only on their own proclivi- 
ties (presumably shared by their cousins in Buenos Aires and Bogota) but on 
what has been called the democratic mold. The political culture offered access 
at entry level to any group that could bring together sufficient votes to force 
attention to their needs. 

The pluralist society of the United States incorporated immigrant Jews 
politically, as Latin American societies did not. The process was crucial not 
just for immigrants, or only for Jews, but for the entire working class, which 
was enabled to use the engines of major political parties to bring about vast 
improvements in living conditions and to achieve political status sufficient to 
guarantee that these gains would be permanent. 

The level of political activity among American Jews has regularly been 
measured at higher levels than among American non-Jews. This involvement 
can be documented at every level from the college campus up to and including 
national elections. American Jews wield influence beyond the weight of their 
numbers in many areas related to politics, as journalists, party organizers, 
volunteers, and consultants. For long, the number of Jewish officeholders did 
not reflect the degree of their political activism; residual bars reduced the 
appeal of Jewish candidates. A 1974 study found that in the history of the 
United States, 108 Jews had been elected to high office—governor, senator, 
or congressman. Six-tenths of 1 percent of all senators elected to that date 
were Jewish. By that year, however, Jews were represented proportionately in 
high office: two were governors, three senators, twelve congressmen, or 2.9 
percent of all the high elected officials in the nation.' The 103rd Congress, 
elected in 1992, included 33 Jewish representatives and 10 senators,’ a demon- 
stration of the growing acceptability of Jewish candidates over the interven- 
ing years. 

Jewish individuals have not been permitted to play a commensurate political 
role in the Spanish-speaking republics. The few Jews who hold office are 
extremely susceptible to displacement by shifts in the balance of power between 
major contenders—as happened dramatically in Chile in the sixties and seven- 
ties. Both President Salvador Allende and General Augusto Pinochet, who 
overthrew his government, appointed Jews to high office. Their forced resigna- 
tions mirror the departure of all officials from administrations that lose power; 
however, in the case of Jews, such a development leaves this minority totally 
unrepresented in government. Political access is never quite good enough. 
Political activity itself has come to be feared as exacting disproportionate 
penalties from the community as a whole, as it did in Chile. The electoral 
process, which has not functioned satisfactorily for the general population, 
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has been even less satisfactory for Jews in terms of either representation 
or integration. 

While American Jews can participate in elections and then sit back to 
watch their outcome with equanimity for their fate as Jews, Latin American 
Jews must constantly gauge the level of anti-Semitism among their governors. 
Jews are insufficient numerically to affect the outcome of elections, even if 
they were to vote as a unit (there is no evidence that they do) and even if 
elections were to be decided by a count of the ballots, which frequently they 
are not. There has been one notable effort to elicit Jewish support on the part 
of those whose duty it is to arrange elections. In 1943, in the face of anti- 
Semitic demonstrations and the fear that Argentina would be perceived as the 
last refuge of fascism, General Juan Perén created the Organizacién Israelita 
Argentina. This Argentine Jewish Organization was intended as a means of 
enrolling Jews in the peronista party, but the mainstream community was too 
suspicious of Perén to take advantage of this opening. The OIA never achieved 
the numbers or the political weight to challenge the DAIA, and eventually 
faded away.° 

Inability to compete in local and national politics leaves Latin American 
Jews peculiarly vulnerable to shifting political ground in volatile polities whose 
legal norms do not provide for their entry into society on equal terms. Jewish 
vulnerability derives only in part from official ideology. Jews qua Jews fared 
well under the reactionary Trujillo of the Dominican Republic and the radical 
Fidel Castro of Cuba. The military junta of Argentina licensed the most revolt- 
ing anti-Semitic acts; at the same time, the equally authoritarian military junta 
in neighboring Chile went to considerable lengths to reassure its Jewish commu- 
nity. The common element is expedience. It may suit one government or 
another to accommodate Jewish interests or to squeeze them; nowhere do 
legal and social norms provide for their treatment solely on the basis of their 
citizenship. The anti-Jewish stance of medieval Catholicism is available for 
recycling by nacionalista political parties with a paranoid vision of Jewish 
conspiracies or by Third World party-liners parroting anti-Israel slogans. Latin 
American Jews are dependent on the goodwill of the powers that be, rather 
than on legal norms and ingrained habits of toleration. In this situation, it is 
probably irrelevant whether a government is of the Right or of the Left—anti- 
Semitism is a weapon available to either, and the Jewish communities make 
what arrangements they can to safeguard their security. 

The absorption of immigrants is a reciprocal process: immigrants must 
learn new forms of behavior, adopting the cultural patterns of their host society; 
and the host society must be willing to move over and accommodate the 
immigrants. Seven variables of the assimilation process have been identified, 
each subject to an infinite number of variations: acculturation, meaning that 
immigrants have changed their cultural patterns to those of the host society; 
structural assimilation, implying admission into cliques, clubs, and elite institu- 
tions; acceptability as marriage partners; a sense of peoplehood based exclu- 
sively on the host society; the existence of prejudice; overt discrimination; and 
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civic assimilation, marked by agreement on values and the distribution of 
power.’ If we attempt to fit Latin American Jewry into this schema, we find that 
Jewish immigrants to Latin America acculturated rapidly, translating themselves 
from Yiddish, Ladino, Arabic, and a host of other languages into Spanish or 
Portuguese in the course of a single generation. To a far greater degree than 
in the North, however, structural assimilation has been slow to occur. Societies 
have been reluctant to grant Jews access to important sectors of their na- 
tional societies. 

On the other hand, Latin American Jews enjoy greater acceptability as 
marital partners in the South than in the North. The revelation by demogra- 
phers in 1974 that half the projected Argentine Jewish population simply did 
not exist testifies to the willingness of Jews to assimilate and the ease with 
which they may do so if they cease to regard themselves as Jews. Magnus 
Mérner long ago pointed out that Latin Americans tend to interpret accultura- 
tion in biological terms.* An astonishing variety of peoples have been digested 
through intermarriage and miscegenation, and Latin absorptive capacity in- 
cludes Jews. 

The rate of Jewish intermarriage is high not only in areas such as Argentina 
that are populated by Europeans, but likewise in countries such as Cuba and 
Brazil, whose populations are exotic to most Jews. “We fell in love with our 
children and married their mothers,” as one early chronicler put it. The trend 
toward intermarriage accelerated as more Jews entered the universities and 
went on to the free professions. Modern urban lifestyles support abandonment 
of religious affiliation, and increasing numbers of intellectuals of Jewish descent 
stopped identifying with the Jewish people. This trend reached the point where 
increasing numbers of marriages between Jews take place by civil contract, in 
order to avoid any contact with religion. Since the offspring of such marriages 
are not Jews, there is a possibility that the East Europeans, on the surface the 
least digestible of Jewish immigrants to Latin America, will go the way of the 
Portuguese nation of Curacao, the Alsatians of Mexico, and the Sephardim of 
the Amazon. The dissolution of the Jewish people would prepare the way for 
full-scale participation by the descendants of Jews in the peoplehood of each 
of the republics, the fourth stage of the schematic representation of the assimi- 
latory process referred to above. For this to happen, social and political struc- 
tures would have to open further, because of residual prejudice against the 
descendants of Jews. 

The philo-Semite (and there are many in Latin America, even discounting 
the superstitious who wear a Star of David as a good luck charm) tries to 
destroy prejudice by naming heroes he wrongly believes to have been Jewish: 
Christopher Columbus; Bartolomé de Las Casas, apostle to the Indians; the 
poet-philosopher Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz; Antonio José Sucre, Liberator of 
Ecuador; Ferdinand the Catholic; Francisco Madera, revolutionary president 
of Mexico; not to mention all the inhabitants of Antioquia. It might be said 
that these claims and disclaimers muddy the waters even more, for they foster 
the myth of the hidden Jew. The reality of Jewish life on the continent is 
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contained in the daily existence of Jews. The myth of the Jew is manifest 
in persistent “accusations” of Jewish ancestry against heroes and politicians; 
rumored plots by Jewish bankers to take over entire countries in cahoots 
with Jewish communists; newspaper reports of the imminent arrival of Israeli 
parachutists on their way to invade Patagonia; and the omnipresent Christs 
whose vivid sufferings ordain, if not the punishment of the Jews, at least their 
subjugation. Among surface manifestations, one may note that anti-Semitic 
tracts such as the notoriously fraudulent Protocols of the Elders of Zion are 
widely sold on Latin street corners, along with those other escapist fantasies 
of the disinherited, lottery tickets. Folk anti-Semitism feeds the jealousies and 
hatreds of people condemned to poverty by their own elites. 
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Henry Ford’s scurrilous International Jew is among the anti-Semitic pamphlets 
widely sold at newspaper kiosks throughout Latin America. 


Adherence to such a value system ordained the near total exclusion of Jews 
from civic life. Five hundred years ago, Jews—and even Christians descended 
from Jews—were barred from settling in the New World. With the advent of 
independence, Jews were admitted to the republics but continued to suffer 
legal disabilities. School systems were based on philosophical tenets that Jews 
rejected and that rejected Jews. By the end of the nineteenth century, most legal 
prohibitions had been removed and a more promising environment created for 


228 JEWS AND THEIR WORLDS 


non-Latin immigrants. But major social and political institutions continued to 
rebuff Jews. This is amply demonstrated by the paucity of Jewish officeholders; 
the vulnerability of Jews in public life to anti-Semitic libels; the absence of 
Jews from high ranks in the military; and the continued acceptability of anti- 
Semitic graffiti and gross caricatures of Jews in the media. 

The blockage of the entry of Jews into the core of national life represents, 
in away, the compromise between proimmigration and anti-immigration forces: 
Jews were admitted to the Latin republics, but they were not granted the boon 
of civic assimilation. The process, which is so far advanced in the United States, 
has made a beginning in Brazil but is just getting under way in the Spanish- 
speaking republics. Jewish efforts to enter into the full responsibilities and rights 
of citizenship have consistently been blocked and their influence circumscribed, 
thus limiting the impact Jews individually or as a group can make upon society 
in any dimension other than the economic. Clearly, the chief limitation to the 
total assimilation of Latin American Jewry is the reluctance of society to admit 
Jews to membership. 

If there was one area of the world where Sephardic immigrants would 
seem to have had an advantage over Ashkenazim, it was in the Spanish- and 
Portuguese-speaking American nations. In fact, at the turn of the century, it 
was proposed by Gerchunoff and others that the re-encounter among Jewish 
and Christian inheritors of the Iberian tradition would produce a Sephardic 
cultural renaissance. The exact form that this neosefardismo might assume was 
left quite vague: would it merely involve renewed interest in Sephardic poetry 
and cuisine, a refurbishing of the legends of the Golden Age of Spain? or 
would something new, something gloriously unforeseen, emerge synergistically 
out of the twentieth-century re-encounter between the winners and losers 
of 1492? 

The prospects for neosefardismo were based on the return of Spanish- 
speaking Jews to a Spanish-speaking milieu. Sephardim had compacted their 
historic experience into their home language (known variously as Ladino, 
Judezmo, or Heketia) which, even after the lapse of centuries, remained mutu- 
ally intelligible with Castilian Spanish. Once returned to a Spanish environment, 
might not the bright flame of Sephardic genius be reignited?” 

But the most cursory comparison between the conditions under which 
Sephardim flourished in Iberia, and the conditions under which neosefardismo 
was anticipated to flourish in Latin America, shows decisive differences. Jews 
lived in Iberia from the third century of the Christian era until 1492 and were 
integral to the peninsula’s history. Sephardim arrived in Latin America already 
stigmatized by the Expulsion of 1492, which stamped them as undesirable 
foreigners. Sephardic culture flourished in Iberia largely under the Muslims, 
who assigned a subordinate status to Jews but treated them as one of the 
“peoples of the book” whose religious sensibilities were superior to those 
of pagans. In the Spanish domains in the New World the Catholic Church 
anathematized both Muslims and Jews as heretics, to the point of accusing 
them as cannibals and idolators, accusations that could not have prevailed in 
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Spain itself, where Jews and Muslims were well known by their neighbors. 
Moreover, among the immigrants to Latin America who were known as Sephar- 
dim (under the broad definition customarily used by Ashkenazim), only a 
minority were actual inheritors of the Spanish legacy. Most were speakers of 
Arabic who had received the Sephardic tradition at the hands of the Spanish 
exiles centuries before. In combination with the hardship of the migratory 
process, these factors were enough to thwart, at least for now, the hopes for 
a neo-Sephardic renaissance. 

Neosefardismo did find a home in Latin America, but not among its Jewish 
legatees. Its best-known exponent was the criollo Jorge Luis Borges 
(1899-1986), whose interest in kabalah animates his best-known works. The 
revival of this aspect of Sephardic tradition has passed on to a new generation 
of authors, some Jewish and some not. But Jewish authors working in a neo- 
Sephardic mode live in Spain, not Latin America. 

Latin America Jews are orphans of history, balanced between brutal rejec- 
tion and tentative acceptance, cultural marginalization and biologic absorption. 
They seem poised between permanence—vide their integration into cultural 
life—and dissolution, as marked most vividly by their high rate of emigration 
and declining population totals. 

In the eyes of nacionalistas for whom hispanicism and Catholicism are the 
very core of nationality, Jews will never be able to overcome their image as 
conspirators against religion, state, and family. In the liberal mind, choice really 
lies with the Jews: to become wholly naturalized by dropping their Jewishness 
or perversely to continue marginalizing themselves behind the walls of their 
synagogues and sports clubs. 

United States Jews passed through this existential identity crisis during the 
immigrant generation and have since succeeded in integrating themselves as 
Jews into the American psyche. Being Jewish and being American are not 
regarded as incompatible states. Skepticism concerning the permanence of 
this happy resolution is at the core of the Zionist thesis. 


CHAPTER 10 


Latin American Jewry 
and Israel 


We tried to sell them holy water from the Jordan River, 
but they weren't interested. 


—Israeli embassy spokesperson 


WHILE THEY WERE emigrating to the West, the hearts of thousands of 
Jewish immigrants were in the East. “Argentina or Palestine?” was a question 
that was earnestly posed at a time when few European Jews knew anything 
at all about Argentina, and rather too much about the ill-favored and neglected 
province of the Ottoman Empire. For a few years, there was genuine hesitation 
as to which country offered the best possibility for renewing Jewish life, worn 
down by the oppressions of Europe. The issue was debated between those 
who would draw the Jewish people toward Western civilization, and those for 
whom the millennial Jewish attachment to the land of the Bible was paramount. 

When the first Zionist congress convened in Basel, Switzerland in 1897, dele- 
gates from all over the world voted to resolve the problem of Jewish home- 
lessness by sponsoring a return to Zion. The Basel Program stated that “Zionism 
seeks to establish a home for the Jewish people in Erez Israel secured under 
public law.” It was welcomed by many, though assuredly not all, Jews in the 
Latin American diaspora. In Buenos Aires, where only a few thousand Jews 
lived at that date, a group immediately formed in support of the Zionist ideal. 

In Santiago de Chile in 1917, Jews who normally kept a low profile and did 
not even have a house of prayer publicly celebrated the Balfour Declaration 
in which the British mandatory power undertook to foster a Jewish homeland 
in Palestine. Jewish nationalism offered an emotional focus for immigrants who 
were having difficulty establishing themselves in their new societies, and an 
outlet for political activity on the part of people who were marginalized from 
the political processes of their adoptive homelands by the invincible Catholicism 
at their core. At the same time, Jewish attachment to the Zionist ideal raised 
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apprehensions of dual loyalty in the minds of those inured by centuries of 
attachment to the monolithic standard of the apostolic Roman Catholic state. 

In South and Central America, Zionism faced little competition for Jewish 
loyalties. The absence of guarantees of religious freedom made Latin America 
a speculative venture for Jews in the nineteenth century, and we have seen 
that far fewer were attracted to the southern continent than to the north- 
ern—possibly 376,000 compared with 2,800,000 over the century 1840-1942. 
Those who came were for the most part not the deeply religious, but the 
areligious and the antireligious, for whom the absence of the all-embracing 
Jewish organizations that already existed in the United States was not a disadvan- 
tage. Rabbis of the period were urging Jews not to settle in Latin America 
because of the danger of assimilation. In the cosmopolitan centers that attracted 
secular Jews, it was easy to intermarry and acculturate to their counterparts, 
the anticlerical Catholics who comprised an important sector of the population. 
Immigrants alienated from traditional religion found secular common ground 
in the liberal urban sectors of nineteenth-century Argentina, Uruguay, Chile, 
and the southern states of Brazil. 

Since the rabbis who inveighed against Jewish migration to Latin America 
did not themselves emigrate there, a shortage of religious leaders prevailed 
from the start. Spanish-speaking rabbis had to be imported to the continent 
from North Africa and the Balkans. Traditionally, the most Orthodox of rabbis 
were hired by these fundamentally secular communities, in order that the thing 
be done right on behalf of people who often as not were totally secular in 
their way of life. Consequently, rabbis were viewed more as facilitators of ritual 
than as spiritual guides. Absent a religious core, Zionism became the Jewish 
religion, the glue that held together the diverse ethnic groups of people who 
identified as Jews. 

Zionism supplied another need as well. In most of Latin America, formal 
citizenship was difficult to attain, and distinctions between criollos and immi- 
grants rankled. As a result, immigrants of all ethnic origins tended to retain 
their identification with their former motherlands. But Jews, almost all of whom 
arrived in flight from their previous places of residence, had no motherland. 
This lack in itself aroused suspicion, activating the myth of the Wandering Jew. 
It came as a relief to have that lack supplied in 1948 through creation of the 
State of Israel, legitimating Jews as a people like any other. In fact, few Jewish 
immigrants had come to Latin America from Palestine/Israel, but the Jewish 
state was recognized and acknowledged to be their spiritual homeland—the 
madre patria. At first, it didn’t seem to matter that a certain confusion arose 
over the meaning of the terms israelita (an alternative term for judio, or Jew) 
and israelé (a citizen of Israel). 

Within the organized Jewish communities, Zionism, which had been present 
from the start, was reinforced by internal struggle against the Communists, 
who prior to 1948 followed the Kremlin line in opposing creation of a Jewish 
state. During the 1950s in Jewish communities worldwide, these struggles 
ended with the expulsion of Communists from all community agencies. In the 
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authoritarian states of the southern and central Americas, communities also 
conducted sporadic purges of elements, such as anarchists and labor union 
leaders, who might offend the local power structure. Concerned that the 
activities of individual Jewish radicals would call down reprisal against the 
entire Jewish community (as happened in Buenos Aires in 1909 and on both 
sides of the Plata in 1919), the Jewish communities undertook the responsibility 
of policing their own. The ostracism of left-wing Jews from community life 
can be viewed from different perspectives. It was either a wise precaution on 
the part of a marginalized and highly insecure group lacking political power 
or it can be seen as a defensive measure by property owners to blunt the 
demands of the proletariat, with class interests outweighing religious and ethnic 
ties. The result either way was to move the rump communities perceptibly to 
the right. Zionists who belonged to left-wing parties remained within the 
community, but limited their efforts to designing a utopian society in Israel. 
Compartmentalizing their ideology, they took care not to apply their progressive 
beliefs to the local scene. Those Jewish radicals and Communists (the whole 
panoply of believers whom Yiddish speakers called linke, or lefties) for whom 
Marxist values outweighed Jewish ones, and who believed that Marxist ideology 
was applicable to society worldwide and should not be confined within national 
boundaries, joined non-Jews in left-wing political movements and cut their 
ties to the organized Jewish community. 

Unable or unwilling to participate in national politics, the organized Jewish 
communities of Latin America withdrew into a privatized ethnic sphere to 
which entry is gained by purchase of a burial plot in the Jewish cemetery and 
payment of an annual contribution to the United Jewish Appeal (a worldwide 
fund-raising campaign whose principal beneficiary is the State of Israel). Psy- 
chologically, the communities became tied to Israel. Until recently, elections 
to the governing boards of the communities were carried out along Israeli 
party lines: voters in Buenos Aires had the same choices before them as voters 
in Tel Aviv, though what the functional relationship of these parties might be 
to the local scene was unclear. When a new party competed in the Buenos 
Aires kehillah elections in 1984 with a platform that called for greater attention 
to Argentine conditions, many referred to that party as “apolitical.” 

Latin American Jewish communities developed extremely high levels of 
dependence on the madre patria. Some transmit the bulk of the funds raised 
through annual campaigns directly to Israel, leaving inadequate financial sup- 
port for the needs of their own institutions.’ Owing to fluctuating economic 
conditions and the difficulty of raising additional money locally, the communities 
became increasingly dependent on outside support to maintain their school 
systems.” This came primarily from the Jewish Agency, a semiautonomous 
agency that preceded formation of the independent State of Israel and that 
oversees the resettlement of Jews in that country. As Zionism conquered all 
other ideological tendencies within the schools, Hebrew language instruction 
gained supremacy over Yiddish; as a consequence, the communities relied 
increasingly on Israeli teaching personnel, or on local youth trained in Israeli 
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academies. Organized Jewish life came to revolve around Zionist activities: the 
sale of Israel bonds, celebration of Israel Independence Day, the training 
and hiring of Hebrew teachers, and so forth. Many Jews dwelling in small 
communities, such as Quito or Barranquilla, became accustomed to sending 
their children to Israel for their education or to look for mates. In times of 
uncertainty, Jews who feel endangered use the madre patria as a temporary 
sanctuary for themselves or their children. In the stressful year 1982, the Jewish 
Agency reported that one-fifth of the known number of Latin American Jews 
were in Israel; a large proportion of these were not immigrants but persons 
visiting Israel temporarily. In some countries, recruitment for immigration to 
Israel has been conducted at a pace and with an intensity that denies the 
validity of Jewish life in the Latin diaspora. The Zionist educational process 
in Latin America appears to be driven by the conviction that there is no future 
for Jews on that continent, and that the best Israel can do for the Latin diaspora 
is to expedite its removal, like the Ethiopians, to Israel. 

Over time, Latin American Jewish communities came to supply elements 
of importance to Israel. In addition to collecting and transmitting funds desig- 
nated for the absorption of immigrants, Latin America contributes the immi- 
grants themselves. From 1948 to 1986, 73,045 persons “made aliyah” 
(emigrated) to Israel from Latin America, the largest number of these from 
Argentina (42,389); even Ecuador contributed 133 immigrants.’ Although not 
all of these remained, by 1995, 47,900 Israeli citizens were known to have 
been born in some country of Latin America.‘ Jews living in Latin America 
are occasionally able to apply political leverage in support of the government 
of Israel. They offer well-paid employment to Israeli teachers and youth group 
leaders, according them status as important figures in kehillah life. The Israeli 
ambassador enjoys an exalted status and is frequently invited to honor a gather- 
ing with opening remarks or to bless the publication of a new book; he or she 
is also likely to be called upon to umpire internal disputes. The relationship 
is symbolized by jocular references to the Israeli ambassador as “the viceroy.” 
The analogy is drawn from Latin America’s own past, when the area was indeed 
ruled by a viceroy. Although many nacionalistas retain a lingering esteem for 
Spain as their madre patria, few express a wish to return to colonial status. 
Latin American Jews, however, seem to have converted themselves voluntarily 
into dependents of Israel. Like the colonists of old, they offer up taxes and 
young people to the madre patria, while relying on Israel for foreign policy 
leadership and defense. 

The ease with which the terms israelita and israeli may be confused, and 
the close relationship between Latin American Jews and Israelis, sustain the 
suspicion among nacionalistas that Jews’ extraterritorial loyalties exceed the 
bounds of patriotic propriety. The accusation of double loyalty dogged the 
communities from the start, and continues today. Even well-intentioned, well- 
educated persons, in speaking to Jews, are likely to refer to “your” ambassador, 
meaning the diplomatic representative of Israel. Ignoring their Jewish citizens’ 
loyalty to their Latin homelands, some governments have been known to take 
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advantage of the presumed intimate link between local Jewish citizens and the 
Israeli foreign ministry. A well-authenticated account has an official of a former 
Peruvian government calling in leaders of the Lima Jewish community to warn 
them that, should “their” government (i.e., Israel) fail to sell Peru the same 
Kfir fighter planes it had sold to Ecuador, the government could not be respon- 
sible for the enraged reaction of citizens. Through their ever-increasing identi- 
fication with Israel, Latin American Jews became involved in international 
relations, although the degree of influence they are able to exercise is very 
unclear. On the other hand, the perception of Jewish influence over policies 
of the State of Israel can also be manipulated to enhance security. 

The ambiguities inherent in Jewish attachment to Israel emerged when 
Israeli agents kidnapped the war criminal Adolf Eichmann from a street in 
Buenos Aires on 30 May 1960, touching off a wave of anti-Semitism.’ The 
depiction of Israel as an ‘imperialist state, prepared to violate the sovereignty 
of weaker states in order to gain its own ends, won credence throughout the 
Third World in the succeeding decade, starting a reversal of the previously 
favorable equation between israelita and israeli. 

The incident did not lack its positive aspect. Observers who were in Buenos 
Aires at the time report that strangers approached Jews on the street to con- 
gratulate them. The same spontaneous admiration flowed from Israel's victory 
in the Six Day War (5-10 June 1967) and from news reports of Israel’s dramatic 
rescue of hostages at Entebbe airport in July 1976. The perception of Israeli 
strength and audacity reflected favorably on Jews overseas. The perception 
that local Jews have influence on foreign governments—not just Israel but 
most particularly the United States—has on some occasions persuaded a gov- 
ernment to rein in anti-Semitic proclivities among its followers. This appears 
to have been the case with Perén of Argentina and Pinochet of Chile. The 
perception also tinged the mentality of Brazilian foreign minister Oswaldo 
Aranha, whose “notion of Jewish world influence played an important part in 
[his] attempt to present Brazil in a more liberal international light.’ As Lesser 
has shown, Brazilian Jews were able to manipulate this notion in order to wrest 
more visas for refugees from a reluctant foreign ministry. 


Latin American-Israeli Relations 


Prior to creation of the state in 1948 and during its early years, Israel’s foreign 
policy objective in Latin America was to win and retain support at the United 
Nations and other international forums. Her major asset was the world’s aware- 
ness of the Holocaust and consequent sympathy for Zionist aspirations. For 
some Latin Catholics, the belief that they themselves were descended from 
conversos may have played a role. Also to be factored in is the skill of pre- 
state and Israeli diplomats in strumming the chords of a common Judeo- 
Christian heritage, to which many Latin American diplomats responded altruis- 
tically. Others may have been more cynical: for every Jew who reached Pales- 
tine/Israel, one less would be applying for admission to their countries.’ 
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Latin American governments were crucial to the establishment of the 
Jewish state. When, in 1947, Britain requested that the United Nations take 
up the Palestine problem, the 11-member committee (UNSCOP) formed to 
look into the matter included three Latin American countries: Guatemala, 
Uruguay, and Peru. Jorge Garcfa Granados and J. Rodriguez Fabregat, the 
representatives of the first two of these states, were principal supporters of 
the partition scheme that authorized Israeli statehood; the plan was likewise 
backed by the chair of the UN General Assembly, Oswaldo Aranha of Brazil. 
Thereafter, Latin American votes helped achieve the two-thirds majority 
needed to secure the plan’s adoption. Thirteen of the 33 affirmative votes were 
Latin American (Bolivia, Brazil, Costa Rica, Dominican Republic, Ecuador, 
Guatemala, Haiti, Nicaragua, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, Uruguay, Venezuela); 
6 countries of the region abstained (Argentina, Chile, Colombia, El Salvador, 
Honduras, Mexico); and only Cuba was opposed. In the war that followed, 
with Israel under a U.S. arms embargo, weapons reached the Jewish state 
principally through Czechoslovakia (then under Soviet domination), but also 
via several Latin American states, including the Nicaragua of General Somoza, 
who facilitated the work of Zionist emissaries by providing them with Nicara- 
guan passports. Twelve Latin American embassies were established in Jerusa- 
lem, despite UN and Vatican calls for the internationalization of that city and 
the United States’ insistence on keeping its embassy in Tel Aviv. There was a 
greater margin of support for Israel among the Latin Americans than among 
the African or Asian member states, and for many years the former provided the 
necessary votes in support of Israel in the United Nations General Assembly.’ In 
a portent of things to come, Israel’s military victories in the round of wars 
with its neighbors enhanced Jewish status in Latin America as elsewhere—per- 
haps more than elsewhere, considering the centrality of the armed forces in 
the politics of the continent. 

Hemmed in by the economic boycott imposed by the Arab world after her 
war of independence, Israel first sought to break out of her isolation by cultivat- 
ing ties with Asia and Africa. But economic assistance and military support 
did not produce the hoped-for payoff: as a by-blow of Arab-Israeli wars, almost 
all the African and Asian states broke relations with Israel. This in turn led 
Israel to look to South and Central America for diplomatic support and trad- 
ing partners. 

In the sixties and early seventies, Israel entered into technical assistance 
agreements with every Latin American nation but Cuba.’ Hundreds of Israeli 
technicians worked on community development projects ranging from well- 
digging to literacy campaigns to road building. In Nicaragua, to take the example 
of one country only, Israel assisted with planning and implementation of the 
Ato Grande Project for settlement of 155 families on the land as farmers and 
also collaborated in planning the Rigoberto Cabezas Project for the resettlement 
of another 2,000 families on 70,000 hectares. Technical assistance was provided 
by Israeli experts on-site in Latin America, and also by bringing Latin Americans 
to Israel for training. Official figures of the Department of International Coop- 
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eration of the Israel Foreign Ministry show that 7,726 Latin Americans were 
brought to Israel for technical training between the years 1958-82." “The 
sentimentality which had prompted Latin America’s initial support for Israel” 
waned a few years after independence, the director-general of Israel's Ministry 
for Foreign Affairs acknowledged, and Israel “found a way to fill this vacuum 
through its technical cooperation activities in Latin America.”"! 

By 1976, Latin America had been engulfed by a militaristic tide; sixteen 
of twenty Latin American nations (all but Mexico, Colombia, Venezuela, and 
Costa Rica) were under military rule. Demand for Israeli weapons outstripped 
the demand for agricultural assistance, and Israel emerged on the world scene 
as a major arms supplier. Commercial success followed her victory in the Yom 
Kippur War (1973), and that year Latin America became the chief export 
market for Israel’s arms industry.'* But Israel’s military and commercial suc- 
cesses did not endear her to people who were forced to live under military 
regimes in Argentina, Chile, and elsewhere. At the same time leftist nationalist 
governments in Cuba, Peru, and Nicaragua scorned Israel as an ally of the 
United States. In short order, Israels role in selling arms to militarized govern- 
ments erased her earlier favorable reputation among liberals and overwhelmed 
the goodwill generated through technical assistance programs and community 
development. Liberal opinion worldwide, formerly favorable to Israel, now 
turned against her. 

At the same time, Latin American governments of all tendencies were 
declaring their independence from the United States, whose own interests had 
led to her assuming the role of Israel’s major ally. America’s automatic majority 
at the United Nations, a given in the early days when Latin American govern- 
ments complacent to U.S. policy comprised 35 percent of the UN’s member- 
ship, was dwindling. Membership increased far beyond expectation, and a 
coalition of 77 non-aligned states came together to dominate the world organiza- 
tion’s various units and agencies. In what Charles de Gaulle called “that apatride 
talking machine on the Hudson,” the logic of opposition to U.S. hegemony in 
Latin America called for rapprochement with Arab resisters to U.S. policy in 
the Near East, and joint opposition to U.S. allies—especially to Israel, whose 
own claim to national liberation was now denied. 

Latin Americans, after all, had for centuries been only distant observers 
of the European scene. The saga of Jewish homelessness, persecution, and the 
Zionist response to the Holocaust took place far from their own continent 
and did not engage everyone’s attention. Throughout the sixties, many Latin 
Americans found their passions increasingly engaged by a different global 
current: the rebellion of people who had been excluded from the bipolar 
equations of the Cold War, and their coalescing into a Third World made up 
of those living in non-nuclear, underdeveloped economies. Despite obvious 
differences in historical experience and level of economic development, and 
despite very tricky rationalizations regarding race (for the Latin Americans 
had been accustomed to seeing themselves as white while their new allies had 
adopted an identity as people of color), increasing numbers of Latin Americans 
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during the sixties were identifying themselves as Third World peoples. The 
identification was eased by the fact that the United States, foremost defender 
of a status quo increasingly deemed intolerable, was leading the First World. 


Enter the Palestine Liberation Organization 


In a bid for leadership of the Third World, Cuba initiated fraternal relations 
with the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO) at the First Conference of 
the Organization of Solidarity of the Peoples of Asia, Africa, and Latin America, 
held in Havana in 1966. Not for another seven years, in 1973, did Castro break 
relations with Israel and license the opening of a PLO office with diplomatic 
status in Havana." Shortly thereafter, the Cuban government began training 
PLO military and intelligence cadres at camps in North Africa, Iraq, and the 
USSR. Ina reciprocal mode, the PLO took Nicaraguan, Brazilian, and Argentine 
guerrillas for training at their camps in Lebanon, South Yemen, and Libya. 
Pressure by Arab states to abandon Latin Americans’ long-term support for 
Israel and recognize the PLO gained strength in 1973-74 when oil prices 
quadrupled, putting the squeeze on Latin American economies. Representa- 
tives of the Arab League suggested that no underdeveloped country that backed 
the cause of the Arab world would suffer an energy shortage. Guyana had 
broken relations with Israel shortly after Cuba did so in 1973. By June 1980, 
the PLO had opened officially recognized offices in Mexico and Peru. Ecuador, 
Peru’s rival, welcomed the PLO in 1982. By mid-1987, PLO embassies were 
functioning in La Paz, Managua (now under the Sandinistas), and Havana." 

On the nongovernmental side of the street, the Palestine Liberation Organi- 
zation established links with revolutionary groupings such as the Montoneros 
in Argentina, the FDR-FMLN in El Salvador, the Guatemalan URNG, and 
the FSLN (Sandinista Front for National Liberation) in Nicaragua. In addition, 
the Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine made fraternal contact with 
Chile’s MIR and other revolutionary groups.” Perhaps even more important 
than actual linkages was the climate of approbation that grew up around the 
PLO and the cathexis achieved between Latin America’s struggle against “U.S. 
imperialism” and the Arab world’s struggle against “Israeli imperialism.” 

In this atmosphere, the UN General Assembly passed its Resolution 3379 
equating Zionism with racism in 1977. Among Latin American governments, 
only Brazil, Cuba, and Mexico voted for this resolution, while eight (all small 
Caribbean and Central American states) voted against, with Argentina and 
others abstaining.'® Passage of the resolution fixed the equation in the minds 
of many who had no historical grounding from which to evaluate Zionism as 
a movement of national liberation. Whereas formerly it had been an honor to 
be associated with Israel, by the late seventies, Zionism had become a suspect 
activity. Moreover, criticism of the Israeli government, legitimate as an element 
of political discourse, had in some quarters degenerated into anti-Semitism, 
the irrational hatred of an entire people because of their ancestry. 

As status quo and revolutionary forces faced off across the hemisphere, 
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PLO gains were limited by the distrust of the respective military establishments, 
which feared the importation of terrorism into their own countries. An example 
of the tergiversation which this imposed is to be found in Brazil, whose military 
government recognized the PLO in June 1979 as “the sole legitimate represen- 
tative of the Palestinian people,” but refused to authorize the opening of a 
PLO office in Brasilia. Recognition came during a visit to Brazil by the vice- 
president of Iraq. That country was at that date supplying 400,000 barrels of oil 
a day to Brazil, more than half her oil supply. Brazil was also selling armaments to 
Iraq, in quantities that dwarfed Israeli arms sales to Central America. In the 
decade 1974-84, Latin Americans compiled a trade deficit with the Arab world 
of more than $59 billion in U.S. dollars.” Although the governments supplying 
the oil were also principal backers of the PLO, the Brazilian military dictatorship 
supped with a long spoon. Having just finished eradicating a native guerrilla, 
the military could not have relished the prospect of importing terror from 
abroad. This attitude seems to have been shared by the other hardline military 
dictatorships of the period, such as Chile and Argentina. 

Symbolic actions were something else again. In 1980, of 13 nations whose 
embassies were in Jerusalem, 12 were Latin American. Two years later, reacting 
to a Knesset (Israeli parliament) resolution legitimating the unilateral annex- 
ation of the city of Jerusalem, the Latin Americans had all moved to Tel Aviv, 
thereby withdrawing their acknowledgment of Jerusalem as the capital of Israel. 
(Costa Rica and El Salvador subsequently returned.) 

Taking advantage of an increasing tilt in their direction, Arab representatives 
meeting in Tunis in 1979 decided to concentrate their efforts on Latin America 
in a bid to oust the Israelis from that region as they had previously ousted 
them from central and western Africa. Concurrently, they unleashed an anti- 
Semitic campaign designed to undermine the status of Jewish Latin Americans. 
The anti-Zionism that now became a rallying cry for Latin American leftists 
was increasingly couched in terms that were indistinguishable from anti- 
Semitism. The two hatreds coalesced in the summer of 1982, when the massacre 
of Palestinian Muslims by Lebanese Christians was made the occasion for 
armed attacks on Latin American Jews. The linkage between “freedom fighters” 
in Latin America and the Near East bore fruit in anti-Israel, anti-Jewish demon- 
strations that took place all over the continent in the summer of 1982 in the 
wake of the Sabra and Shattila blood libel. Newspapers formerly known for 
their pro-Israel stance began to question not only Israel’s actions, but its right 
to exist. Phrases such as “Nazi-Zionism” and “the Palestinian holocaust” surfaced 
in Mexican and Brazilian newspapers. For certain sectors of Latin opinion 
there was no longer a distinction to be made between israel and israelita. In 
Colombia, masked men invaded a synagogue in the city of Medellin and 
desecrated the sanctuary; in Barranquilla, demonstrators marched to the chant 
of “death to the Jews.” In Venezuela, a gang broke into the Israeli embassy in 
Caracas and painted anti-Semitic slogans on the walls; a few weeks later, the 
Jewish Center in Maracaibo was attacked by university students. After the 
opening of the PLO office in Lima, Peru was flooded with anti-Semitic litera- 
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ture, and the main synagogue of that city was bombed. Even in Ecuador, a 
nation of notably equable temperament that has been hospitable to Jews, the 
situation deteriorated following arrival of the PLO. The Israeli embassy in that 
city was bombed, resulting in the deaths of two Ecuadoran policemen and the 
maiming of a passerby. And in Brazil, where public demonstrations had been 
outlawed for ten years, the first public protest march to be licensed was an 
anti-Israel demonstration.'* These events were linked: Israel was targeted as 
the oppressor of subject peoples; Latin American Jews were identified with 
Israel; and the effort to delegitimate Jews as citizens of their own countries 
proceeded apace. 

Nevertheless, the State of Israel increased her trade with Latin America 
during the seventies and eighties. After 1979, when the Iranian revolution cut 
off her principal source of petroleum, an alternate supplier was found in 
Mexico, which came to supply 40 percent of Israel’s needs. Joint Mexican- 
Israeli investments in agriculture, electronics, solar energy, and construction 
followed. Israel’s exports to Argentina rose from $16 million in 1974 to $51 
million in 1983, while her imports from Argentina went from $4 million to 
$11 million and higher during the same period.'” The number of branches of 
Israeli financial institutions in Latin America increased from three in 1977 to 
twenty-five in 1982. By 1984, the visitor to Uruguay would be met on her 
arrival by billboards advertising the services of no fewer than six Israeli banks. 
Other branches opened in Mexico, Panama, Brazil, Venezuela, Argentina, and 
Chile. Israeli agribusiness started up in several locations in the Caribbean, 
including commercial fish farming in the Dominican Republic, an enterprise 
that was born when some entrepreneurial young men saw photographs of 
Sosua, the agricultural colony founded in wartime by German Jewish refugees 
and abandoned by them at war's end. New Israeli technologies were licensed 
for shrimp pond breeding in Honduras and the Caribbean, and solar energy 
in Chile. So many Israeli students took to backpacking all over South America 
that the Israeli government opened hostels for them in major cities. 

But the composition of Israel’s trade with Latin America had changed. In 
the period 1974-85, Israel sold planes, missiles, helicopters, machine guns, 
and armored carriers to fifteen different Latin American governments, includ- 
ing that of Guatemala, one of the most repressive in the hemisphere.” “We 
tried to sell them holy water from the Jordan River,” an Israel embassy spokes- 
person said, “but they weren't interested. What they wanted was weapons, 
and that’s what we sold them.” Israel also continued selling arms to the Argen- 
tine military junta while that government was prosecuting its “Dirty War” 
against its own citizens. Meanwhile, Argentina, Brazil, and Chile were selling 
planes, tanks, and armored cars to Iran, Iraq, Libya, and other Arab states 
committed to the destruction of Israel.?! 

As of spring 1987, arms and related supplies accounted for from 20 to 25 
percent of Israel’s industrial exports overall. Israel had more than 300 arms- 
sales agents around the world, operating under economic guidelines. There 
appeared to be no coherent mechanism for assessing the political, social, and 
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diplomatic implications of weapons sales. An interministerial committee on 
arms sales existed, which examined selected sales, but only after the fact.” 
Trade in the weaponry generated by the Israeli economy on the basis of that 
country’s security needs came to dominate Israel’s relations with the Western 
Hemisphere. Only peripheral consideration was given to the way in which that 


trade would affect Jewish citizens of nations that were their trading partners. 


Israel and the Jews of Latin America 


More than most, Israeli policymakers are influenced by history. During the 
Nazi era, when an entire Jewish world faced extinction, no Jewish state existed 
and no sovereign entity considered that there was a moral imperative to rescue 
Jews. This fact became the driving force behind the ultimate realization of the 
Zionist dream: the founding of an independent Jewish state open to all the 
Jews of the world. One of the first acts of the independent State of Israel was 
to enact the Law of Return in 1950, giving any Jew the right to settle in Israel 
and to receive Israeli citizenship. 

Since then, the issue of Israel’s responsibility for Jews living beyond its 
borders, and who are citizens of other countries, has arisen many times. Each 
crisis has redefined the issue and required Israel to adjust its response according 
to circumstances. A prolonged diplomatic, economic, and public relations cam- 
paign in the 1970s, in which Israel had the support of the United States 
Congress, resulted in the granting of the right of exit to Soviet Jews who were 
suffering discrimination. By contrast, a single commando raid by the Israel 
Defense Forces on the airport at Entebbe freed 56 Jewish hostages being held 
by terrorists. In the 1980s, a long-term, secret diplomatic effort enabled Israel 
to extract almost the entire Jewish community from Ethiopia. Obviously, each 
of these situations differed from the others, and Israel’s responses also differed. 
But the knowledge that Israel was capable of mounting such rescue operations 
probably increased the feeling of security experienced by vulnerable Jewish 
communities. At the same time, these same operations raised serious questions 
regarding the limits of sovereignty. The ways in which Israeli policy played 
out, and the result for Latin American Jewry, can be illustrated by examining 
events in two very different sets of circumstances: in Argentina during the 
so-called Dirty War, and in Nicaragua during that country’s civil war between 
the Sandinistas and the contras, supporters of deposed President Anastasio 
Somoza. 


The Argentine Dirty War 

The coming to power in Argentina of a military junta in March 1976 and 
the initiation of the repressive Process of National Reorganization (the so-called 
proceso) confronted the Israeli embassy in Buenos Aires with a novel set of cir- 
cumstances. As diplomats, they had to deal with whatever government was in 
power; as Israelis, they could not be indifferent to the condition of Argentine 
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Jews. What that might be was not clear but had to be deciphered from a welter 
of events, statements, and signals, all in the context of armed violence. 

The first test of Israeli policy came in July 1976, when eight Jewish individ- 
uals were arrested in the city of Cérdoba.” The status of these eight varied 
in ways that are significant in a diplomatic context: the embassy could properly 
be concerned to protect Israeli citizens, but had no standing vis-a-vis Argentine 
citizens. In this instance, three of those arrested were Argentine citizens; the 
other five were Israelis—four of these with dual Argentine and Israeli citizen- 
ship. The Israelis were representatives of the Jewish Agency, operating legally 
in Argentina on the basis of an agreement between the two governments for 
the purpose of fomenting immigration to Israel. The three Argentines were 
members of Hashomer Hatzair, a legally organized Zionist youth group with 
a socialist orientation. 

Cérdoba had for years been a focus of left-wing rebellion, and some mem- 
bers of Hashomer Hatzair, applying their ideology to the local situation, had 
integrated themselves into the Revolutionary Popular Army (ERP by its Span- 
ish initials). The mission of the Jewish Agency representatives was to get them 
out of the ERP and back into Zionist ranks. The embassy might have ignored 
the plight of the three Argentines, since they were not Israeli citizens, and the 
subversive activity of which they were suspected was strictly an Argentine affair. 
But the arrest of the eight presented the danger that the Zionist movement as 
a whole would be compromised, bringing under suspicion the entire organized 
Jewish community. The danger was real, since many nacionalistas, particularly 
in the military, had a preconception of Zionism as a subversive ideology. 

The Israeli embassy initiated diplomatic negotiations with a view to ob- 
taining the release of all the prisoners. In the course of tense discussions, 
ambassador Ram Nirgad explained to the generals the goals of Zionism as 
relating entirely to the creation and maintenance of the State of Israel as a 
Jewish homeland; and assured them that Israel desired the continuation of the 
current regime in Argentina. All eight prisoners were released following thir- 
teen days of detention, during which they were tortured and sexually molested. 
Thereafter, throughout the proceso, the junta did not disturb Zionist organiza- 
tions or Jewish Agency representatives, a pronounced victory for the continu- 
ation of Jewish life in Argentina. 

As reports of anti-Semitic atrocities in prisons and clandestine concentration 
camps leaked out of Argentina, discussions began worldwide regarding the 
feasibility, and the necessity, of evacuating the entire Jewish community from 
that country. Some condemned the posture of local community leaders as 
excessively passive and urged an all-out effort to extricate and evacuate Jews 
who were being targeted by the regime. Tension was racheted up several 
notches by the arrest in April 1977 of the journalist Jacobo Timerman, who 
was both an Israeli asset and a friend of one of the powerful generals; and 
the unraveling of the financial empire of one David Gravier, a financier whose 
apparent death in an airplane crash began the unraveling of an international 
scheme to launder the millions of dollars in ransom money in the guerrillas’ 
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treasury. There seemed to be real potential for the unleashing of a campaign of 
anti-Semitic attacks, based on the two myths so basic to Argentine nacionalistas’ 
perception of Jews: that of divided loyalties and that of financial skulduggery. 

In August 1977, Prime Minister Menachem Begin invited a group of Argen- 
tine community leaders to Israel to discuss their situation. Begin expressed his 
concern and suggested that the community plan for a massive emergency 
emigration. The Argentines agreed the situation was grave, but did not accept 
Begin’s proposal, asking instead that Israel increase financial and pedagogical 
support for their schools.‘ A planned visit to Argentina by an Israeli parliamen- 
tary delegation to inquire into the fate of disappeared persons was postponed, 
evidently at the request of the Argentine Jewish community. The issue of 
Argentine Jewish prisoners and disappeared was discussed in Israeli Knesset 
committees, but not debated publicly in a plenary session of the Knesset until 
June 1983, by which time the individuals in question were dead or out of 
the country. 

When in 1983 the Argentine junta resigned, the scale of its atrocities began 
to be revealed. The official commission appointed by incoming President Raul 
Alfonsin documented nearly 9,000 fatalities among the civil population; human 
rights groups have always claimed that the number was closer to 30,000. Among 
the dead and disappeared were almost one thousand Jews, a proportion far in 
excess of their numbers in the population at large. There followed recrimina- 
tions against anyone who it was believed could have influenced events. Families 
of Jewish victims reserved particular vitriol for the community's official leader- 
ship (the DAIA) and for the Israelis. What, in fact, had Israel attempted, and 
what had been accomplished? 

No Israeli operation on the model of Mossad’s evacuation of Jews from 
Algeria and Morocco was undertaken. Both the Israeli embassy and the DAIA 
handed up lists of names of the disappeared, but neither could win at the 
cynical shell game the junta played, releasing a few prisoners from time to 
time but claiming that they had no information on the majority of missing 
persons.The Jewish Agency was instructed to rescue Jews in distress, but as a 
civilian body, it lacked the training or the means for carrying out extralegal 
operations. At crucial times, just one officer was assigned to processing the 
applications of persons seeking protection. When the Agency acted, it did so 
within restricted guidelines set by the Israeli government: nothing was to be 
done that might compromise legal emigration to Israel (aliyah), which the 
Israelis expected would exceed the number of Jews who needed protection at 
any given moment. 

So far as can be divined, Israeli diplomats gained their few successes by 
pursuing two lines of action. The first had to do with the so-called right of 
option. Argentine law allowed for the deportation of prisoners to a foreign 
country willing to accept them. Italy, Spain, and France made use of this law 
to extricate some of their own nationals. In October 1977, Minister of the 
Interior General Albano Jorge Harguindeguy recognized Israel as among the 
countries entitled to invoke the right of option, even for Argentines who were 
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not Israeli citizens. Moreover, Israeli consuls were ceded the right to visit 
Jewish prisoners in jail in order to explain this right to them and assist in carrying 
out the formalities.» The right of visitation was in itself vitally important, even 
for those who refused to exercise their option of exile, because it made it more 
difficult for the government subsequently to “disappear” a prisoner. 

The other approach was milut, or extrication, a project that assisted Jews 
who were being hunted by the authorities by smuggling them into Uruguay 
or Brazil, and then providing them with means to escape to Israel. (Fugitives 
were not safe in neighboring countries because of cooperation between security 
forces. When Reneé Epelbaum’s son was abducted in Buenos Aires, she sent 
her two other children across the river to Mar del Plata, whence they were 
also “disappeared.”) Operating outside the law, the Israelis nevertheless had 
their own rules. The Jewish Agency was instructed to try to save individuals 
who qualified under Israel’s Law of Return and their mates regardless of 
religion, without regard to political orientation as long as they were not common 
criminals. An acknowledged terrorist could make aliyah on his own, but not 
with Jewish Agency assistance. Nothing was to be done that might jeopardize 
legal immigration or the good relations that existed between Israel and the 
Argentine government. The Jewish Agency official in charge of this operation 
was never molested by the Argentine government, though it was known what 
his duties consisted of. An estimated 200 persons were extricated in this way 
during the most dangerous years, 1976-78." 

Perhaps the greatest Israeli achievement is its claim to having prevented 
the escalation of anti-Semitism from the level of criminally sadistic treatment 
of individuals to officially sponsored acts against the Jewish community as a 
whole. At the time of the Cordoba crisis, Ambassador Nirgad was able to 
contain the damage locally, deflecting the junta response away from the Zionist 
movement, which would have inculpated the entire Jewish community as 
subversive. Later, the collapse of the Gravier financial empire held the potential 
for an all-out official attack on Jewish businessmen as agents of the guerrilla 
insurgency. That this did not happen is at least in part due to the Israeli 
presentation, which seems to have persuaded the generals that one Jewish 
businessman is not the equivalent of the entire Jewish community; and that 
the junta’s reputation abroad—particularly in the United States—would be 
irreparably damaged if it licensed an officially anti-Semitic policy. 

In sum, Israel’s response to the problematic situation of Argentine Jews 
was conditioned by factors that operated within certain defined parameters. 
Uppermost among these was the limitation inherent in Israel’s desire to main- 
tain good relations with the Argentine government. In a world in which many 
states are overtly hostile to the State of Israel, Argentina’s long-standing policy 
of neutrality between Israel and its enemies was perceived to have permanent 
value transcending the imperative of the moment. This neutrality had been 
severely compromised by Israel’s infringement on Argentine sovereignty by 
the abduction of Eichmann; Israel went to great lengths to restore the preex- 
isting balance. 
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A second parameter was the action of the DAIA in urging outsiders not to 
intervene in their affairs. The warning effectively confused observers (who 
were increasingly aware of anti-Jewish atrocities and had trouble understanding 
why the DAIA would deny the importance of these events) and hampered 
efforts to assist those in distress. The government of Israel, for good or ill, was 
guided by DAIAs evaluation that intervention would only make matters worse. 

The desire to maintain good commercial relations, and especially to continue 
the sale of Israeli arms, marks a more blurred parameter. Israel continued 
selling armaments to Argentina during the Dirty War. Some Israeli weapons 
bought by the junta were undoubtedly used for repressing the civilian popula- 
tion, Jews and non-Jews alike. Critics (including Rabbi Marshall Meyer, a 
principal defender of human rights during the proceso) condemned Israel's 
readiness to sell weapons to morally indefensible regimes, and questioned why 
Israel evidently never used the threat of withholding weapons as a way to 
pressure the junta into relieving the situation of prisoners. Defenders of Israeli 
policy believe that the access to the top command that arms sales created 
positioned Israel to intervene in order to alleviate the suffering of some pris- 
oners; whether or not this was done is all but impossible to prove or disprove 
on the basis of available evidence. Major sales did not take place until December 
1978, when much of the damage had already been done.” But Israeli representa- 
tives claim that arms sales, and the good repute they garnered from the junta, 
prevented deterioration of the status of the community as a whole. Most 
civilians continued living normal lives throughout the years of the proceso. 

Israel’s arms sales should also be considered in the context of the global 
trade in weaponry. According to a report by the respected Stockholm Interna- 
tional Peace Research Institute that monitors arms sales worldwide, between 
1976 and 1981 Israel supplied 13 percent of the weapons imported by Argen- 
tina, an amount surpassed by the United States, which supplied 17 percent 
despite the embargo imposed by the Carter administration in 1978. West 
Germany, France, Britain, Switzerland, Belgium, Spain, and Austria were all 
selling arms to the junta without regard to human rights concerns or specifically 
to the plight of their own nationals caught up in the Dirty War. Manufacturers 
in any of these states would have been happy to reap the estimated 150 millions 
of dollars per year that Israel was earning, had the latter withdrawn from the 
trade. This equation conforms with diplomatic practice but evades the issue 
of whether Israeli diplomats were able to discuss weapons sales and human 
rights at one and the same time.” 

The number of persons saved by Israeli action may total 500: 300 cases of 
“extrication” of hunted persons and 200 prisoners freed (the disappeared, by 
definition, could not reappear). A researcher generally critical of the Israeli 
record nevertheless finds that it compares favorably with that of Germany, 
which took no action at all to defend her nationals trapped by events in 
Argentina, and received very few exiles within her own borders.” All the nations 
surveyed gave priority to commercial relations over human rights. 
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Nicaragua and Iran-Contra™ 


Nicaragua was never home to many Jews—the population was estimated at 
twenty-seven families in 1975; in 1982, Sergio DellaPergola offered a combined 
estimate of 150 Jews for El Salvador, Honduras, Belize, and Nicaragua." For 
our present analysis, the relevance of events there relates not to the fate of 
the Jewish families who were uprooted by a decade of civil war; but rather 
the illumination of the Nicaraguan scene and the Cold War mentality of the 
Reagan administration, which attempted to import into the United States 
the discredited technique of manufacturing anti-Semitic alarums in order to 
manipulate Jews. 

Largely engaged in industry and commerce, Nicaraguan Jews prospered in 
the free market economy developed under dictator Anastasio Somoza Garcia 
and his son and successor Anastasio Somoza Debayle, who ran Nicaragua as a 
commercial enterprise with themselves as the principal stockholders. The 
Somozas were supported economically and politically by the United States as 
part of a policy of defending the status quo that the United States has maintained 
almost without interruption since 1898. Nicaragua’s dependence on the United 
States in turn was a factor in orienting the Somozas toward a favorable policy 
toward Israel; while other Third World nations were morphing into anti-Israel 
positions, Nicaragua continued voting in favor of Israel at the United Nations. 
Israel, for her part, searching for overseas markets and specifically for outlets 
for the surplus weapons produced in her endless struggle to maintain military 
superiority over her neighbors, continued to sell arms to the Nicaraguan 
government until the defeat of Somoza by the Sandinistas in 1979. This seems 
to have been strictly a business proposition: Israel never had a resident ambassa- 
dor in Managua, and it is most unlikely that arms sales were prompted by 
gratitude for Somoza’s support, which had been based on his own calculations 
of self-interest.” 

The rebellion against the Somoza regime, led by the Sandinista Front 
for National Liberation (FSLN), had the fraternal support of the Palestine 
Liberation Organization from 1970 on. Sandinistas who received training under 
the PLO in Lebanon fought with the PLO against King Hussein of Jordan or 
participated in Al Fatah actions in Europe. A joint communiqué issued in 1978 
by the FSLN and the Democratic Front for the Liberation of Palestine praised 
“the bonds of solidarity which exist between the two revolutionary organiza- 
tions” and condemned the support of the United States for Israel and for 
Somoza’s Nicaragua.* 

The victory of Sandinista rebels over government forces in July 1979 
prompted the departure from Nicaragua of those—Jews and non-Jews—who 
had supported the dictator, and the expropriation of their property. As in Cuba, 
individual Jews who had fought for the revolution remained and were integrated 
into the new society; some served in the new government. On 20 July 1980, 
at the celebration of the first annniversary of the revolution and with Yasir 
Arafat in attendance, the PLO was granted formal diplomatic recognition and 
authorized to open its office in Managua. Two years later, in August 1982, 


246 JEWS AND THEIR WORLDS 


following Israel’s invasion of Lebanon, the Sandinista government broke rela- 
tions with Israel. By then, correspondents for major newspapers were reporting 
that, with President Reagan unable to supply all the weaponry he might have 
wanted to because of congressional restrictions, Israel was becoming the U.S. 
arms broker and proxy in Central America. 

It has been pointed out that the Nicaraguan civil war was internationalized 
to a greater degree than any previous Latin American conflict. In Nicaragua 
in the 1970s, the East-West confrontation between the United States and the 
Soviet Union intersected with the North-South confrontation between the 
United States and the Third World, turning a civil war into an international 
crisis.” Global communication made it possible for partisans of revolutionary 
factions as disparate as the Nicaraguan Sandinistas and the Palestine Liberation 
Organization to contract alliances with one another despite their inhabiting 
different hemispheres and different cultures. Once linkage was achieved, inter- 
nal and external elements interacted, resulting in a synergistic explosion that 
engulfed parties apparently distant from both disputes. States once deemed 
too weak or too distant to intervene in Central America, such as Saudi Arabia, 
Libya, Cuba, Israel, and Brazil, became actively involved, drawn in by perceived 
ties of ideology, ethnicity, or the desire for economic gain. 

The Sandinista Front won the war, but the war did not end; the ousted 
Somoza forces (the counterrevolutionaries, or Contras) launched a struggle to 
regain power. U.S. President Ronald Reagan, convinced that the Soviet Union 
was gaining a foothold on the isthmus by way of the Sandinistas, extended 
military assistance to the Contras. This policy was opposed by the U.S. Con- 
gress, where there was considerable sentiment that Nicaraguans were war- 
ranted in overthrowing an oppressive and unjust regime. In times past, the 
president of the United States might have imposed his fiat unilaterally. In this 
case, the president was prevented from doing so by the Congress. When 
Congress decreed (in the first Boland Amendment) that funding for the somocis- 
tas must stop by May 1984, the administration decided to act through allies 
and client states, a decision that was taken in secret and contrary to U.S. law. 
The White House established the “Enterprise,” a supposedly private-sector 
initiative to raise unauthorized funds and utilize them for operations in Central 
America. CIA Director William Casey set up a “self-sustaining, off-the-shelf” 
operation led by Lt. Col. Oliver North, designed to keep the Contras in the 
war despite the specific congressional prohibition. In the words of Congress’ 
final report, the Enterprise “served as the secret arm of the National Security 
Council staff, carrying out with private and non-appropriated money, and 
without the accountability or restrictions imposed by law on the CIA, a covert 
Contra aid program that Congress thought it had prohibited.” A major contribu- 
tor was Saudi Arabia, which immediately poured $32 million into the counter- 
revolutionaries operating in Nicaragua and Honduras.” 

One operation set up jointly by the CIA and Pentagon, code-named Tipped 
Kettle, enlisted Israel to provide $10 million worth of munitions to the Contras 
from the cache of Soviet weapons captured from the PLO in Lebanon. Asked 
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to take over the training and funding of the Contras, the Israelis at first declined 
the honor, but they sold more war booty to the Contras in the summer of 
1984, after the Sandinista government had unilaterally broken relations with 
Israel.” By 1985, Israel was supplying arms (and possibly training as well) to 
neighboring Honduras and El Salvador, evidently in support of pro-Contra 
operations based in those countries.* These sales had undeniable advantages 
for the Israelis. Though they were not particularly interested in the region for 
its own sake, they were able to unload tons of Soviet equipment taken from 
defeated PLO forces in Lebanon. In the mid-1980s, armaments accounted for 
20-25 percent of Israel’s industrial exports and its defense industry employed 
more than 60,000 workers.** 


In order to understand the nature of Israel’s military negotiations with 
Central America, one must realize that Israel would not refrain from 
selling arms to any regime, whatever the political orientation of that 
regime. Although Nicaragua, El Salvador, and Guatemala are often 
purposely singled out, one should not forget to mention Israeli military 
transactions with China, the nationalist reformist regime of General 
Velasco Alvarado in Peru and Allende’s regime in Chile. The national 
principle is that Israel should make efforts to become less dependent 
of iaalater powers... There is more access if a non-restricted policy 
is observed.“ 


Furthermore, by obliging the United States president, Israel began to heal 
the breach in U.S.-Israeli relations provoked by other policies of the Likud 
government. Congruence in the two nations’ policies led to the negotiation of 
a strategic accord in November 1983, which was of prime importance to Israel’s 
position in the Middle East. But the accord that was so beneficial for Israel 
in the Middle East had a pernicious effect when exported to the Western 
Hemisphere. In reinforcing U.S. policy in Central America, Israel was adhering 
to a bankrupt policy of defending the status quo in the face of obvious and 
urgent need for change. As a U.S. ally, Israel inherited the hostilities that had 
accrued to the United States as the hegemonic power on the isthmus for 
over a century. American liberals flinched at the news that Israel was arming 
repressive regimes and counterrevolutionary forces in Central America (over- 
looking, perhaps, the fact that Costa Rica, neighbor to the conflict, remained 
friendly to Israel throughout the war). Owing to the internationalization of the 
crisis, Israel’s actions triggered the hostility of progressive forces around the 
world, who (somewhat reflexively) backed the Sandinistas. This is the point at 
which the coupling of Arab with Latin American nationalism produced a crop 
of dragon’s teeth. Driven by its own security needs and economic considera- 
tions, as well as by the freewheeling activities of arms dealers, Israel carried 
out (or permitted its private citizens to carry out) actions in Latin America 
without considering the local ramifications of such a policy. Entering the wars 
on the side of the deposed dictator may have afforded the Israeli government 
some satisfaction because of the Sandinistas’ links with the PLO and other 
Arab organizations hostile to Israel. But that equation omitted the impact the 
U.S.-Israeli alliance was having upon Jews living in the area. Realistically, 
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the interests of a handful of Nicaraguan Jews could not override security 
considerations for the State of Israel, but there is no evidence that their well- 
being was considered. Nobody seems to have asked them. 

Whether anti-Israel sentiment, motivated by Israeli arms sales to the Con- 
tras, was spilling over into anti-Semitism directed against Jews now became a 
political issue in the United States. If anything could counter revulsion against 
the policy of supporting the discredited Contras, that would be evidence that 
anti-Semitism had been dragooned into the service of Third World unity. 
Given the vulnerability of Jewish communities in Latin America (the atrocities 
committed in Argentina were just coming to light) and considering also the 
Sandinistas’ links with Arab groups committed to the destruction of Israel, it 
was not an unlikely story. In November 1983, President Reagan told a press 
conference that “The results of the self-proclaimed blood unity between the 
Sandinistas and the PLO are evidence for all the world to see and are an evil 
echo of history. Virtually the entire Jewish community of Nicaragua has been 
frightened into exile.” The president urged his listeners to “please share the 
truth that Communism in Central America means not only the loss of political 
freedom but of religious freedom as well.” 

The basis for the charge was the expropriation of property owned by 
Nicaraguan Jews, including a building that had been used as a synagogue, now 
converted by the Sandinistas into a children’s center. But sources familiar with 
events on the ground pointed out that all property owned by persons who had 
supported the government and who had left the country had been expropriated. 
It was possible for those returning to Nicaragua to reclaim their property 
through the courts. A delegation of American Jews affiliated with progressive 
organizations found “no body of credible evidence to suggest that the Sandinista 
government has pursued or is currently pursuing a policy of discrimination or 
coercion against Jews, or that Jewish people are not welcome to live and work 
in Nicaragua.”'' Subsequently, the Sandinistas offered to return the disputed 
building to local Jews (who, however, lacked funds for its maintenance). 

Whether anti-Israel sentiment, motivated by Israeli arms sales to the somoc- 
istas, spilled over into anti-Semitism directed against local Jews, became a hot 
political issue in the United States, where it may indeed have influenced some 
American liberals not to oppose the Reagan policy of support for the Contras. 
However, ultimately, the administration could not make its charge stick. There 
was no credible evidence of anti-Semitic actions in Nicaragua, where the 
principal players were well able to distinguish between israelfs and israelitas. 
Thus, the chief effect of the president’s allegation was to introduce onto the 
American scene the ancient, discredited political technique of manipulating 
Jews by raising the specter of anti-Semitism. This indeed was “an evil echo 
of history.’ 


Hostage Dilemma 


When Israel entered the Latin American revolutionary and counterrevolution- 
ary wars as an ally of the United States, she inherited overnight the contumely 
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which the United States had taken a century to accumulate. This was a matter 
of small moment for Israelis, living half a world away with their backs up 
against the wall in a war in which the United States was their principal ally. But 
it was a matter of major importance to Jews living in the Spanish/ Portuguese- 
speaking world, because these communities are small and vulnerable, not totally 
accepted by the societies in which they live, and are identified with the State 
of Israel. In some contingencies they might be protected by the Jewish state; 
now it seemed they could be as easily destabilized. Either way, their ability to 
determine their own political orientation could be eroded. Furthermore, to 
the extent that the reputation of their madre patria was besmirched by her 
loss of moral standing, their own situation was undermined. 

The initial insecurity of immigrant Jewish communities had encouraged 
their identification with Israel, a virtual madre patria that replaced their real 
motherlands which had rejected them. At first, both parties gained from the 
relationship: Jews enjoyed the reflected glory from Israel’s military victories. 
Israel gained overseas supporters who contributed lives and money to the 
building of the new state. But much was lost, also. Jewish lives could be 
disrupted by forces at work in a country that was far from them geographically 
and empathetically, in which their interests were not the primary element 
taken into acount in formulating decisions. Although Israel takes an interest 
in the well-being of diaspora communities, that interest is inevitably Israel- 
centered and focused on the recruitment of immigrants, not on supporting 
Jewish life in other countries. Moreover, the welding of Jewish with Israeli 
interests confirms the paranoid suspicion rife in chauvinist societies that there 
exists a worldwide Jewish conspiracy devoted to projecting Israeli power over 
prostrate Christian nations. This mythology did not gain a grip in Nicaragua, 
whose leaders were perfectly capable of distinguishing between Israeli arms 
merchants and Jewish Nicaraguans; but it is a factor of consequence elsewhere, 
particularly in Argentina, where Israeli arms sales were justified by some 
Jews with the rationalization that these would attenuate the myth of Israeli 
predatory intentions. 

Arguably, Latin American Jews allowed their focus on Israel to preempt 
realistic engagement with the conditions of their own lives. Every diaspora 
community is affected by actions of the State of Israel. Those that have 
established a sturdy presence in national politics are able to resist the 
impact. Latin American communities, being small and lacking access to the 
decision-making centers of their respective nations, are more powerfully af- 
fected by Israeli actions. This diminishes the influence they can bring to bear 
on the terms of their own lives. Furthermore, while they are likely to become 
identified with specific Israeli policies, they have no voice in their formulation. 
Nor can they expect that Israel, its foreign policy options limited, will allow 
itself to be constrained by the possibility of negative impact on the Jews of 
Ecuador or Bolivia, or even Argentina. Israel has a better track record at 
extricating Jews from difficult situations than at making local situations tenable 
for Jews who want to remain in them. From the Israeli point of view, anti- 
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Semitism confirms the Zionist thesis that ultimately, Jewish life in the diaspora 
is untenable. 

With the turn to democracy that swept the Latin American republics in 
the 1980s came the partial taming of their military establishments, most notably 
in Argentina, where budget and ranks of the high command were both reduced 
by President Alfonsin. Improved relations among Argentina, Chile and Brazil 
enabled the reduction of competitive national armies and presaged the growth 
of regional security agreements. Worldwide, the market in armaments shrank 
throughout the decade 1983-93, with industries steadily reducing their produc- 
tion capacity. Israeli production and sales were likewise on a downward curve, 
reflecting not only decreased international demand but also the start of the 
peace process in the Middle East. In 1995, the Stockholm International Peace 
Research Institute published a list of the 100 largest arms-producing companies 
in the OECD and developing countries. Four Israeli firms made the list, at 
numbers 38, 75, 80, and 88 with respect to size. Together, these sold an aggregate 
$2.3 billion worth of arms internationally in 1993, comprising just 1.5 percent 
of global arms sales.* Both the absolute and the relative importance of Israeli 
arms sales were apparently destined to be of less importance in the future. 

These events left their mark on the Jewish communities of the area. With 
the return of democratic regimes throughout much of Latin America, Jewish 
communities experienced a comparable apertura, or opening up, a process 
that inevitably led to reconsideration of the place of Zionism and of Israel in 


Jewish life. 


CHAPTER 11 


Jews and Non-Jews 


“Buenos Aires, shtot mein liebe, Ich bin farlibt in dein tsebliter yugnt ...” 
(Buenos Aires, beloved city, I’m in love with your flowering youth ... ) 


—Yiddish version of a Carlos Gardel tango 


FOR MANY LATIN Americans, the reality of Jewish life is obscured by mythol- 
ogy. Only the dissipation of myth allows the reality of Jews and Judaism to 
appear. Apparently, this happens more readily at the personal than at the 
societal level. The acceptability of Jews as marriage partners is widespread, 
causing Jewish leaders to express more concern about assimilation than about 
anti-Semitism. Yet happy exogamous marriages exist side by side with murder- 
ous manifestations of race hatred. 

Within Jewish spaces, behind the symbolic walls of the kehillah, highly 
organized Jewish communities regulate the behavior of their members by 
excluding the intermarried, the criminal, and the politically radical. The politi- 
cally correct clubs and synagogues and beneficent societies that result present 
to non-Jews the appearance of a people unified in character and goals. But the 
suave facade of country club life masks the abandonment of Judaism by those 
who do not find ethnic allegiance compelling, as well as the emigration of 
others who desire to live a less circumscribed life as Jews. The number of 
Argentines who identify themselves as Jews has dropped by one-third in the 
past thirty years; across the continent, total numbers have decreased in this 
period from 550,000 to 377,000. 

In public spaces, Latino Jewish entrepreneurs, academics, artists, and lite- 
rati have experienced increasing success. As third and fourth generations accul- 
turate, the social acceptability of Jews increases. In recent years, this has 
translated into wider acceptance of political participation by Jewish individuals. 
But acculturation has not diminished the hostility directed at Jews by sectors 
of the military and the church, which emerges in extreme forms when these 
sectors attain political dominance. 

No wonder then that the texture of relations between Jews and non-Jews 


251 


252 JEWS AND THEIR WORLDS 


in Latin America continues to puzzle observers. Dichotomies of attraction and 
repulsion, marginalization and integration, assimilation and particularism, anti- 
Semitism and philo-Semitism animate the literature on Latin American Jewry. 
Conclusions that may be valid for one country may rightly be challenged if 
applied to another. Argentina is not Brazil is not Nicaragua. This chapter 
attempts to interpret the nature of the relationship between Jews and non- 
Jews in Latin America. Because the largest Jewish population is to be found 
in Argentina and this community has been the most intensively studied, atten- 
tion is first focused there. 


Argentina: Attraction and Repulsion 


The most obdurate anti-Semitism is that which derives from the conviction 
that Judaism is a worldwide conspiracy aimed at destroying Christianity and 
subjecting the world to domination by Jews.' This belief is central to Argentine 
nacionalismo, and it is practically impervious to reality-based evidence. At most, 
nationalists may harbor a difference of opinion as to whether the propensity 
to subversion is diluted by distance from the Jewish people and Judaism through 
intermarriage and assimilation. For populistas, assimilation renders Jews ac- 
ceptable. For integralistas, however, once a Jew, always a Jew, even if formal 
conversion has taken place. Both brands of nationalists reject the liberal philoso- 
phy that brought non-Catholics and non-Latins to Argentine shores, and both 
reject the multicultural society that is emerging from the immigration period. 
Their ideal is an organic society overseen by a corporate state, and Jews, the 
ultimate nonconformists, are the special target of their hostility Despite the 
persistence of extreme anti-Semitic beliefs, it has been said that Argentina as 
a nation never adopted an anti-Semitic policy. 


It is clear that, with the exception of laws and policies concerning 
immigration, there has not been a systematic legislative effort to dis- 
criminate against Jews in Argentina. But it is also worth noting that there 
was often room in the interstices of legislation for the administrative 
expression of anti-Semitism. For much of the period discussed 
[1930-83] Jews were effectively excluded from certain areas of official 
life. For example, there was not a single Jew in the middle or upper 
officer ranks, although both Chile and Brazil had Jewish generals. The 
foreign service was also essentially closed to Jews. During the tenure 
of the military regime of 1943, many Jewish teachers were dismissed 
from their jobs. Under the military governments of 1966 and 1976 a 
great many Jews were removed from the civil service posts and univer- 
sity positions they had acquired when the [democratically elected] Radi- 
cals were in power.’ 


Avni argues that the closest Argentina has come to adoption of an anti- 
Semitic policy was when it refused to admit Jewish refugees from Nazism. 
Catholic religious instruction in the public schools has been another sensitive 
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area; while not explicitly anti-Semitic, it has allowed for the transmission of 
anti-Semitic ideas. Local legislation outlawing kosher slaughter or restricting the 
public use of the Yiddish language also shaped the Argentine Jewish experience, 
although some of these measures were transitory. 

It may be that discrimination, like beauty, is in the eye of the beholder. 
Perhaps Argentine Jews, like Mao Zedong’s allegorical fish who do not know 
what water is, are so acclimated to high levels of free-floating anti-Semitism 
that they accept it as the natural order of things. As individuals and as a group, 
they accept limitations and discriminations that appear outrageous to North 
Americans as the cost of living in a Catholic society that partially excludes 
them, yet exerts a sweet charm over them. The romanticized story of the 
agricultural colonies has rooted them in the very earth of Argentina. Those 
who came to the city were mostly able to attain a satisfactory way of life. 
Criollo ways—the close-knit family ties, the intense intellectual life of cafés 
and bookstores, the streets and restaurants filled with throngs of people until 
well past midnight—contrast delightfully with dark memories of the old country 
or more recent impressions of chilly northern climes. There seemed to be no 
reason why life should not continue to unfold pleasantly into the indefinite 
future. 

This dream began to crumble in the fifties and sixties during the administra- 
tions of two democratically elected presidents. It is part of the Argentine 
paradox that the viability of Jewish life in that country was brought seriously 
into question during the constitutional administrations of Presidents Arturo 
Frondizi (1958-62) and Arturo Illia (1963-66). Within the context of an 
ongoing economic crisis and tension between civilian and military forces, anti- 
Semitic verbal and physical attacks escalated. Anti-Jewish graffiti appeared on 
city walls and attacks on Jewish businesses and institutions were carried out 
by right-wing groups, without eliciting a police response or even official ac- 
knowledgment of the incidents. Out of a long catalogue of anti-Semitic actions, 
Senkman lists some examples from the period 1959-62. 

Beginning in 1959, propaganda fliers and anti-Semitic graffiti scrawled on 
the walls of Jewish institutions in Buenos Aires encouraged violent attacks on 
Jews. In March, students at Colegio del Salvador, while protesting a change 
in the national constitution, incidentally took up an anti-Semitic chant. In 
April, the Sociedad Hebraica Argentina was violently attacked. In May, a gang 
confronted Jewish children in Villa Devoto on their way to a Zionist festival. 
Synagogues in the city of La Plata and the province of Cérdoba were attacked. 
In July, a bomb exploded in front of Congregacién Israelita de la Republica 
Argentina in the center of Buenos Aires. In August, armed men entered the 
Faculty of Law and Social Sciences at the University of Buenos Aires and 
destroyed stands that had been put up for an exhibition by Hebrew University. 
In August and September, additional attacks occurred against Jewish institu- 
tions: October witnessed attacks against Jewish youth centers in Cordoba, 
Parand, and La Plata; and in December the patios of the Faculty of Economics 
at UBA were painted with swastikas and anti-Jewish slogans. Throughout 


254 JEWS AND THEIR WORLDS 


December and the following January, anti-Jewish inscriptions appeared all over 
the country, cemeteries were desecrated, and Jewish businesses were painted 
with swastikas, especially in La Plata and Cérdoba. Threatening phone calls 
to members of the Jewish community heightened the tension. When school 
resumed, there were more attacks against Jewish students at Colegio Nacio- 
nal Sarmiento. 

In this atmosphere, the abduction of the Nazi war criminal Adolf Eichmann 
by Israeli agents triggered an organized campaign of attacks on Argentine Jews 
by the political faction Union Civica Nacionalista and the neo-Nazi group 
Tacuara, on the pretext that national sovereignty was in danger. The pot boiled 
over with the national debate over the reintroduction of Catholic instruction 
in the schools. In this debate, the priest Julio Meinvielle found his metier, 
reissuing his anti-Semitic book, El judio en el misterio de la historia (The Jew 
in the Mystery of History). An uninterrupted fusillade of anti-Semitic attacks 
by UCN and Tacuara in anticipation of elections culminated in June 1962 with 
the kidnapping of a young Jewish woman, who was forcibly tatooed with a 
swastika on her breast. Neo-Nazis disrupted colleges and universities all over 
the country upon Israel’s execution of Eichmann.° 

Attacks on Jewish individuals and institutions met with no official objection 
and were carried out with impunity. In some instances, police refused to accept 
victims’ complaints and denied to the press that any attack had taken place. 
Anti-Semitic acts were dismissed as staged events for the purpose of covering 
up “Jewish economic crimes.” The DAIA, which made representations to the 
police and to presidential aides, was accused of falsifying incidents in order to 
foment a communist plot. 

Meanwhile, the army, which held the civilian government in checkmate, 
“obsessed with radical or leftist conspiracies,” confused working-class action, 
such as union-based or peronista politics, with its chief enemy, communism.’ 
Senkman’s explanation for the failure of these transitional democratic regimes 
to act (they were bracketed and displaced by military coups) is that both 
Frondizi and Illia were primarily interested in neutralizing social and political 
unrest. Because neo-Nazis and right-wing goons were battling the threat from 
the left, they chose to ignore their attacks on Jews. At the same time, these 
democratically elected presidents failed to assess the damage being done to 
the social fabric by the license being allowed to the right wing to carry out 
criminal acts against the civil population; the intensive focus of government 
and military on stopping the advance of peronism and communism conditioned 
them to excuse the “excesses” of gangs who included anti-Semitism in their 
anti-communist arsenal.* The strident propaganda pouring out of a variety of 
presses at this time, and the closing of Jewish leftist institutions while groups 
inspired by Nazi ideology continued to operate freely, prepared the public to 
believe in the existence of a “Jewish communist plot.” Strong feelings of insecu- 
rity permeated the Jewish community, most of whose members had voted for 
the Radical party that now was presiding over their deteriorating position. 

The leaders of DAIA nevertheless continued to support democratic forces. 
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They reasoned that anti-Semitism was being used as a political weapon by 
reactionary forces seeking to destabilize democracy in the interest of a return 
to authoritarian government, and that both Frondizi and Illia failed to see the 
danger because they shared the attackers’ goals: to block the ascent of the left 
to power.’ On the basis of this analysis, and knowing that a demonstration on 
behalf of Jewish rights would get nowhere, DAIA called for a protest strike by 
democratic sectors at all levels of society against terrorism by “Nazis” (meaning 
Nazi-influenced nativists). The theme was: “They'll begin with the Jews and 
end with democracy.” The work stoppage, carried out on 28 June 1962 following 
the attack on Graciela Sirota, was a success, attracting considerable numbers 
of non-Jewish as well as Jewish participants. For their constituents, DAIA 
offered a defense of personal dignity as Jews and as Argentine citizens whose 
rights were being infringed. 

The chaotic democracy that engulfed Argentina in the 1960s was brought 
to an end by General Juan Carlos Ongania (1966-70), who ousted IIlfa and 
initiated the destruction of Argentine intellectual life by pillaging the universi- 
ties. Libraries burned books, plays were proscribed, intellectual and artistic 
life virtually shut down throughout the country, in a period argentinos describe 
as mccartismo, but which went a great deal further than McCarthyism in the 
United States. Repression of faculty and students and the closing of universities 
during this regime led to the flight into exile of a large number of Argentine 
intellectuals and artists, and came close to destroying the country’s intellectual 
and artistic life. Not surprisingly, with nacionalistas in power, anti-Semitism 
became another instrument of policy. Under Ongania, all Jewish officials were 
removed from government posts, and assassinations and acts of hooliganism 
against Jews went unpunished. 

At the same time, numerous fascist organizations were operating in Argen- 
tina, fueled by ideas scavenged from the wreckage of the Third Reich. It is 
not necessary to imagine sophisticated Nazis seducing naive Argentines into 
adopting their agenda: their message resonated sufficiently within local culture 
to make itself at home in criollo terms. Thirty years after the collapse of Nazism 
in Europe, its ideology was alive and thriving in Argentina, Peru, and Chile. 
In the latter country, Dignidad, an enclosed community of neo-Nazis, survived 
intact. Extreme right-wing newspapers and magazines suchas El Fortin, Cabildo, 
Restauracion, and Patria Peronista were peddling anti-Semitism with articles 
such as one that declaimed, “We confirm that the white slave trade and drug 
traffic are two instruments utilized by Zionist imperialism to corrupt our youth. 
This should be investigated as a conspiracy against our nation.” Organizations 
such as Tacuara, Falange de Fe (Cérdoba), Centuria Universitaria Nacionalista, 
Falange Restaurador Nacionalista, Centuria Nacionalista, Agrupacién Nacio- 
nalista Argentina, and Partido Accién Nacionalista, all were propagating a line 
based on hatred of Jews as cosmopolitans who imported foreign ideas—com- 
munism and capitalism—that corrupt the body politic. In support of the charge 
of a Jewish plot to subjugate Argentines to “international bankers,” a 
government-controlled television station broadcast in February 1975 a dramati- 
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zation of La Bolsa (The Stock Exchange), the hoary anti-Semitic libel that 
newspapers had serialized three generations earlier. The “Andinia Plan,” fabri- 
cated by the professional anti-Semite Walter Beveraggi Allende, popularized 
the paranoid delusion that there existed an international conspiracy to create 
a second Jewish state in the south of Argentina. 

While coping with the threat from the right, Jews also came under attack 
from the left. Radical groups aligned with Middle Eastern guerrilla factions 
became overtly anti-Semitic in the seventies, drawing on racial prejudice to 
bolster their anti-Zionist agenda, not only in Argentina but all across Latin 
America. Revolutionary groups established contact with the Palestine Libera- 
tion Organization and Popular Front for the Liberation of Palestine, working 
toward an alliance of Third World revolutionaries whose principal target rapidly 
became Israel, and by extension, Jews anywhere in the world. In neighboring 
Brazil, the combination of dependence on Arab oil, a rapid transition from 
dictatorship to democracy, and agitation by professional anti-Semites among 
left-wing supporters of the Palestine Liberation Organization triggered vitu- 
perative attacks against Jews. Jews were attacked for having links with Israel, 
and Israel for having links with imperialist powers (the United States, Great 
Britain, the International Monetary Fund) that allegedly held the continent in 
a position of economic dependency."” 

These radical groupings attracted Jewish as well as non-Jewish students. 
In the 1960s and 1970s, multitudes of university-educated Jewish youth were 
becoming as alienated from the Jewish establishment as non-Jewish youth were 
from the criollo establishment. By 1976, fewer than 10 percent of Buenos Aires 
Jewish youth (estimated at a total 90,000) belonged to any Jewish community 
institution. Among university students, the proportion of the affiliated was 
just 5.8 percent.'' The revolutionary movements sweeping South and Central 
America caught up these unaffiliated Jewish youths. There were Jewish Mon- 
toneros in Argentina and Tupamaros in Uruguay, Jewish Cubans in the ranks 
of the revolutionaries of 1959, and Jewish Sandinistas in Nicaragua in the 
seventies. In the process of joining the revolution, they distanced themselves 
from other Jews and from Judaism, either as a matter of principle or in order 
to establish their credentials with their comrades in arms. The hostility of left- 
wing groups toward Israel exerted pressure on these young Jews to prove their 
exclusively national loyalties by dropping their ties to Jews and Judaism.” 
Having adopted the stance of the militant left, these Jews viewed Israel as an 
imperialist power, allied with the oppressor class they were rebelling against. 

A full-scale civil war broke out in Argentina in 1970, with left-wing guerrillas 
organized in the Revolutionary Popular Army (ERP by its Spanish initials) and 
Montoneros (an offshoot of peronism) in armed rebellion against a series 
of corrupt and inefficient governments. Right-wing gangs, organized as the 
Argentine Anticommunist Alliance, or Triple A, began kidnapping and murder- 
ing leftists, apparently with the connivance of the police. Among other violent 
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acts, attacks on Jewish institutions and individuals escalated. Buenos Aires 
became a center for the publication of anti-Semitic literature, handed out freely 
to pedestrians on La Florida and other shopping streets, some of which went 
so far as to incite pogroms (“save the fatherland—kill a Jew” ran one slogan). The 
administration of President Isabel Martinez de Perén, under the dominance of 
her adviser, the spiritualist José Lépez Rega (who may have been the sponsor of 
the AAA), was using anti-Semitism as an instrument of terror. Given Argentina’s 
history of oscillation between ungovernable democracy and brutal authoritarian 
rule, by 1976 many middle-class Argentines viewed a military junta pledged 
to restoring constitutional norms as the lesser among several evils. This judg- 
ment was concurred in by the organized Jewish community, as represented 
through the DAIA. 


Dirty War 

The military junta that took power in 1976 terminated the threat from the 
Left by means of a “Dirty War” aimed at physically exterminating subversion. 
Many Jews, like other middle class citizens, anticipated relief from the harass- 
ments, kidnappings, and politically motivated murders that had characterized 
the Left’s assault on organized society. Unfortunately, in practice, the military 
were more violent than the guerrillas, better armed and organized, more anti- 
Semitic, and able to utilize the figleaf of legitimacy to act on their murderous 
ideology. As the then Chief of Buenos Aires Police, Colonel Ramén Camps, 
said at the time: “First, we will kill the guerrillas. Then we will kill the guerrillas’ 
families. Then we will kill the friends of their families, and the friends of their 
friends, so that there will be no one left to remember who the guerrillas were.” 

The junta, organized as the Process of National Reorganization (called the 
proceso), acted on this premise by killing an estimated 10,000 to 30,000 civilians, 
many with no record of political activity of any kind. (The Commission ap- 
pointed later to investigate the matter was able to document 8,800 cases, but 
many families were too frightened to come forward to report their losses.) As 
planned, disappearances occurred in chain reaction. 


Aida Leonora Bruschtein was a single woman of twenty-four who taught 
literacy in the slums of Monte Chingolo, greater Buenos Aires. She 
was maltreated and shot, before witnesses, by uniformed personnel of 
Battalion 601 (Intelligence) of the Argentine army. She was identified 
through fingerprints taken from her hands, which were sent to her 
family in a jar. The Bruschtein family initiated a lawsuit against the 
army for homicide. While the matter was sub judice, a group of armed 
men, dressed in civilian clothes and backed by twenty carloads of sol- 
diers, invaded the home of her parents in the center of the city in broad 
daylight. Aida Leonora’s father, sixty years old and a biochemist, was 
in bed convalescing from a heart attack. The intruders, shouting, “How 
dare you charge the Argentine army with homicide, Jew son-of-a-bitch,” 
dragged the invalid from his bed and carried him away with great 
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brutality. The act was never acknowledged officially, and his body was 
never found. 

Adrian Sidon, fiancé of Aida Leonora, was killed by the police on 
a public sidewalk. His body was never delivered to his father, a well- 
known lawyer and entrepreneur who demanded it persistently. 

Patricia Villa, sister of a daughter-in-law of the Bruschteins, was 
detained while working in the office of Inter Press in Buenos Aires, 
before numerous witnesses. One week later, her family was notified by 
the navy that Patricia had died, but they did not indicate where she 
had been buried. The authorities demanded that the family keep the 
episode secret, or what had happened to other members of the family 
would happen to them also. 

At six in the morning, in a joint operation of the federal police and 
the army, Irene Bruschtein de Ginsburg, sister of Aida Leonora, and 
her husband, Mario Ginsburg, were detained. She was an artist and he 
a master workman and student of architecture. Their children Victoria, 
not quite three years old, and Hugo Roberto, eighteen months, were 
abandoned at the door of the building where their parents were seques- 
tered. They remain permanently disappeared. 

One month earlier, Victor Rafael Bruschtein, seventeen, had been 
detained in the home where he resided with his mother, in Moron, 
province of Buenos Aires. He also disappeared." 


Edy Kaufman, a respected investigator of human rights abuses, estimates 
that Jews accounted for close to 10 percent of the disappeared, far exceeding 
the proportion of Jews in the population at large or even within those profes- 
sions—university faculty, social workers, psychiatrists, union leaders, literacy 
teachers—that were specifically targeted." Testimony of prisoners freed from 
some of the 304 detention centers maintained by the proceso confirms that 
Jewish prisoners were singled out for particularly abusive treatment, often to 
the accompaniment of verbal assaults that mimicked Nazi rhetoric. Of course, 
90 percent of victims were Christian, mostly Catholic like their victimizers, 
and they included priests and nuns as well as lay religious leaders. 

Strangely, it was difficult to discern immediately the orientation of the 
military junta toward Jews and the Jewish community. Mainline Jewish institu- 
tions were not attacked. Jewish parents were not slow to draw conclusions, 
enrolling their children in community schools, synagogues, and sports clubs 
where activities focused on strictly Jewish concerns (religion, Israel, Hebrew- 
centered education), soaking up the youngsters’ time that might otherwise 
have been spent getting involved with suspect groups. 

Censorship of the press, plus fear of speaking out, made it difficult to 
understand exactly what was going on, and some interviewees claimed that 
they were unaware of the repression until they made a trip abroad and were 
able to read about ongoing atrocities in the foreign press. The conflicting 
opinions of community leaders were reported by Israeli embassy officials and 
are just now being extracted from that government's archives.'’ On one side 
were those who believed the junta members themselves were not anti-Semitic; 
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they accepted the generals’ statement that, in battling subversion, which threat- 
ened the very existence of the state, “excesses” (such as torture and summary 
execution of prisoners) could be expected to occur, that such acts were not 
sanctioned by the junta but were the work of gangs they were powerless to 
control. Those who believed the statements of the moderados (moderates) led 
by Gen. Jorge Rafael Videla concluded that the atrocities being committed 
against detenidos (thosé who were arrested and held in jail) and desaparecidos 
(those who had been snatched off the street or from their home and made to 
disappear without trace) occurred either because the victims had been involved 
in the subversion or because they were the unfortunate victims of unauthorized 
actions by militias operating independently of the junta. No doubt there were 
anti-Semites among the personnel who carried out these actions, but anti- 
Semitism was not a settled policy of the junta. People who accepted these 
assurances did so in part because they believed that behind the moderate 
faction waited the duras—hardliners who included in their ranks known anti- 
Semites whom the community had good reason to fear. 

In May 1976, DAIA president Nehemias Resnitzky traveled to New York 
to press this point of view. He had been assured, he told representatives of 
North American Jewish organizations, that the junta would restore democracy 
after fixing the economy and that official anti-Semitism was out of the question 
because Argentina needed U.S. financial support. The extreme right of the 
Argentine political spectrum, however, was capable of using anti-Semitism to 
distract people from their real problems. He pleaded with U.S. organizations 
not to publicize crimes against Jews in order not to fall into what he described 
as a trap by leftist groups to discredit the junta with charges of anti-Semitism 
and thereby leave it vulnerable to a putsch by the duras.'* 

The other school of thought held that the scale of government repression 
far outweighed the danger posed initially by the ERP. Montoneros, and various 
Maoist groups. By May 1977 the armed subversion had been physically extermi- 
nated, but the repression ground on. Rumors of the existence of moderate and 
hardline factions were only a version of the “good cop, bad cop” routine familiar 
to every police interrogator. The specter of a putsch by hardliners was a ploy 
to get the gullible to go along with the junta, which really was in control of 
the actions of its “wild men” and was using state terror as an instrument 
of governance. 

The sadistic behavior of camp guards and their commandants did not 
emerge from nowhere. The way had been prepared for it. by years of racist 
articles and cartoons in literature and the press; sermons by Catholic priests 
whose anti-Semitism went unreprimanded by their bishops; rallies of nationalist 
organizations; anti-Semitic graffiti and vandalism at Jewish institutions; letters 
and telephone calls to community leaders threatening mayhem to themselves 
and their families; bombs placed in synagogues; kidnappings, and physical 
attacks on Jews." Such actions, and popular as well as governmental acquies- 
cence in them, laid the basis for the explosion of anti-Semitism that took place 
within the protected precincts of proceso prisons. Yet, as much as one year 
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In this diagram of the Argentine military mind, the tree of subversion grows out 
of the tap root of Zionism and its collatorals, Marxism and Freemasonry. From 
these roots grow (1) societies and leagues for defense of human rights, women’s 
rights, pacifism, non-aggression, disarmament, “etc.” Communist parties spring 
directly from the trunk of subversion. Socialist parties sprout (2) national, (3) Ar- 
gentine, (4) vanguard, and (5) democratic branches. Revolutionary armed organi- 
zations include the (7) Montoneros, (8) FAR (Revolutionary Armed Forces), and 
ERP (People’s Revolutionary Army) in addition to the spectral (6) Other. Indi- 
rect aggression caps the tree of subversion, sprouting (9) union corruption, (10) 
secular education, (11) liberal economics, (12) liberal politics, (13) drug addic- 
tion, alcoholism, prostitution, and gambling, (14) the Third World, (15) postcon- 
ciliar modernism, (16) progressive Catholicism, (17) liberal Christianity, (18) 
hippie-ism, pornography, homosexuality, and divorce, and (19) the mass media, 
including art, the press, radio, TV, cinema, magazines, and books. Sectarian anti- 
Christian Protestantism subverts society through (20) “American noblemen of 
fire,” (21) evangelism, (22) Anael Lodge, (23) Mormonism, (24) Jehovah's Wit- 
nesses, (25) Modern school New Acropolis, (26) Hare Krishna, and (27) 
Siolismo—Youth Power. Liberal Democracy spawns (28) Radicals, (29) Christian 
Democracy, (30) Social Democracy, (31) Populist Demagogy. Surprisingly, the ex- 
treme right branch of totalitarianism (Nazism—Fascism) appears to have no off- 
shoots at all in Argentina; but Freemasonry leads directly to the threat of (32) 
Rotary Club, Lion’s Club, and Junior Chamber. (The original drawing, “La sub- 
ibn,” was obtained and translated by Edy Kaufman and is reproduced in 
“Jewish Victims of Repression in Argentina under Military Rule, 1976-1983.”) 
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after the coup, the Jewish community seemed unconcerned about anti-Semitic 
attacks by the junta. This may have occurred in part because they had grown 
inured to the level of free-floating anti-Semitism that had always surrounded 
them. But their apparent willful ignoring of reality also stemmed from the fact 
that the censored press misrepresented the deaths of prisoners who had been 
tortured and executed without trial as having resulted from armed confronta- 
tions between the armed forces and the guerrillas. This caused some observers 
to blame parents of the disappeared for not having brought up their children 
“correctly.” It took years for many civilians to realize that the nacionalista forces 
had moved beyond random acts of terror to the systematic use of terror to 
cow them into submission. In coming to power, the military gained the capacity 
to activate its paranoid fantasies through the machinery of the state. The 
primitive notions of what or who a Jew might be were transcribed in dozens 
of prison interrogations and recorded in survivors’ memoirs.'* Their worldview 
is graphically displayed in the diagram “La Subversién” (see opposite page) 
included in a pamphlet found on the desk of the vice-director of the Escuela 
Superior de Guerra Aerea in 1980 and evidently intended for distribution to 
the officer cadets.'® The barbarity of its conception is exceeded only by its lack 
of understanding of the real world. 

The Dirty War was plainly directed against “subversives,” but much de- 
pended on the definition of that term. For nacionalistas, activism on behalf of 
the poor subverts society, campaigns for women’s rights subvert the family, 
and belief in a subconscious subverts Christianity. These were presented as 
specifically Jewish crimes, the culprits: Marx, Marcuse, and Freud (but not 
Jesus). Practitioners in these fields were especially targeted by the regime; 
and Jews were disproportionately numbered among them. Were they being 
disappeared and tortured for these suspect activities, or did being Jewish 
constitute a suspect category in itself? 

Ongania’s anti-intellectual campaign turned out to have been only a prelude 
to the large-scale winnowing of intellectuals and artists, community outreach 
workers, labor union leaders, social workers, psychologists, and psychiatrists 
undertaken by the generals of the Process of National Reorganization. 
Demonized as subverters of the social order and perverters of Christian family 
values, Jewish professionals fled to Mexico, Spain, Israel, and the United States. 
The extinction or exodus of the talented added a bitter epilogue to the history 
of immigration policy. Governments at the beginning of the twentieth century 
had preferred farmers to intellectuals. Two generations later, elites were still 
trying to prevent foreign ideas from contaminating criollo minds. 

Argentina was not alone in adopting an authoritarian-bureaucratic style of 
governing in the 1970s. Contemporaneous Brazilian, Uruguayan, and Chilean 
dictatorships likewise targeted men and women they identified as communists 
and labor agitators, incidentally sending to their deaths numerous innocents 
who were in the wrong place at the wrong time. Jews were among those killed 
by these governments, not for being Jews, but because they were suspected 
of subversive activity. Only in Argentina was there a distinct anti-Semitic 
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component to the repression. The Argentine military surpassed their colleagues 
in other countries by their untrammeled acting out of Nazi-style anti-Semitism. 


Many testimonies of Jewish and non-Jewish prisoners document the 
fact that, from the moment of detention up until the decision to “trans- 
fer” and in many cases to execute the victims, there existed a tendency 
toward negative preferential treatment of Jews. This was manifest, in 
the first place, in plainly anti-Semitic oral expressions, including refer- 
ences of a religious-traditional type about the Jew as Antichrist; and in 
a vocabulary of clear Nazi derivation; also in the interrogations about 
the objectives of Zionism and its anti-Argentine activities. In the second 
place, the existence of Nazi inscriptions and emblems in the detention 
centers has been documented; and in the methods used to destroy the 
personality of the victim, an anti-Jewish dimension played a part in 
psychological torture as well as in accentuated brutality. Finally, it is 
possible to establish that, in the selection of victims for sacrifice by 
means of “transfer,” priority was given to the Jewish disappeared.” 


Moreover, the Argentine military brought the Church hierarchy along with 
them. A 1966 concordat with the Vatican, initiated by the democratic administra- 
tion of Illfa and confirmed by General Onganfa, provided the basis for agree- 
ment (convivencia) between the army and the church, and identification of 
the military with Catholic dogma. Although the struggle for dominance by the 
one over the other never ceased, the posture of the Argentine church coincided 
more with the military regime of the proceso than with the Brazilian and 
Chilean church hierarchies that, in similar circumstances, confronted their own 
authoritarian regimes over issues of human rights.” 

The actions of the junta have been scrutinized by foreign observers as well 
as by the Argentine National Commission on the Disappeared (CONADEP), 
and the Argentine courts. Appointed in 1983, CONADEP comprised individ- 
uals with national and international reputations as defenders of human rights; 
it included two Jewish human rights advocates, Professor Gregorio Klimovsky 
and Rabbi Marshall Meyer. Their report, as well as subsequent judicial proceed- 
ings against members of the junta, proved that thousands of people had been 
illegally deprived of their freedom, tortured and killed in secret prisons and 
concentration camps. Atrocities were the common practice, the normal method 
of daily operation that could not have occurred without the approval of top 
commanders. Moreover, the commission of the most heinous crimes against 
Jewish Argentines was licensed and condoned by the anti-Semitic ideology at 
the top of the military hierarchy.” The response of nacionalistas was to describe 
the published report as a Jewish conspiracy aimed at besmirching the honor 
of the Argentine military. 

The role of the DAIA during the Dirty War quickly became, and has 
remained, a focus of bitter controversy. Accused of passivity in the face of anti- 
Semitic outrages, the kehillah leadership was able to point to the fact that the 
Catholic Church had not been able to protect its own people; and that the 
DAIA had at least protected its member institutions from physical invasion. 
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Without verbally expressing the distinction, DAIA may be said to have eschewed 
responsibility for Jewish Argentines who were not affiliated with the kehillah 
and who were thus (in the words of one kehilla president) “not even Jewish.” 
Defined out of the community by proprietary criteria of membership and by 
their own choice, unaffiliated Jews fell victim in significant numbers to the 
military’s paranoid delusions regarding Jewish proclivities toward subversion. 


Falklands War 


By 1982, the repression had succeeded in eliminating political dissent but 
Argentina's economy was a shambles. In a desperate gamble to regain public 
approval, the generals played the irredentist card, invading the islands that 
Argentines call the Malvinas. Under their English name, the Falklands had 
been ruled by the British for a century, but the Argentines had never given 
up their claim. Britain, the United States, and the European Community all 
froze arms shipments to Argentina when the invasion took place, and requested 
that other trading partners do the same. Israel, however, continued making 
deliveries of goods already contracted for. 

The war held up a funhouse mirror to the political alignments of the day. 
Though Argentina had suppressed her own leftists, her chief military suppliers 
were the USSR and Cuba. Israeli arms deliveries established rapport with the 
most anti-Semitic elements in Argentina. Perhaps as a quid pro quo, the army 
for the first time permitted the appointment of Jewish army chaplains (no one 
of Jewish origin had been commissioned above the rank of captain in the 
Argentine army since 1934). In the atmosphere of chauvinist exhilaration that 
characterized the first days of the war, the kehillah became the first ethnic 
community officially to express loyalty to the junta. The DAIA was quick to 
pledge allegiance in a statement linking Argentina’s drive to recover the Malvi- 
nas with the Jewish people's desire to recover the land of their ancestors. 


Jews in Argentine Politics 

In Argentina, the notion of Jews in public office is still viewed by nacionalis- 
tas as a betrayal of traditional values, a reversal of natural law. The idea of 
Jews exercising power over Christians has been taboo in Spanish culture since 
the fifteenth century. Nacionalistas who remain enthralled by the preconciliar 
past view the ascension of Jews to positions of public trust as prima facie 
evidence of a worldwide Jewish conspiracy, beachheads for the advancement 
of foreign, subversive ideas. Thus the election or appointment of Jews to public 
office, and their retention there, tests the readiness of these sectors to break 
from the medieval past. 

When President Frondizi assumed office in 1958, he appointed a number 
of Jews to his administration, including the country’s first Jewish cabinet minis- 
ter, David Blejer, as minister of labor. Santiago Nudelman, a physician, lawyer, 
and national deputy, was an important figure in the Unién Civica Radical. Four 
Jewish delegates were elected to the Argentine House of Representatives in 
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the same election; two other Jews were elected governors that year, in Neuquén 
and Formosa. At the very same time, the anti-Semitic demonstrations described 
above were taking place without attracting Frondizi’s attention or concern. 
More Jews were elected to national office in 1963, but officeholders were 
removed arbitrarily by the military coup of 1966.” No Jewish official survived 
the purges that took place under the presidency of Juan Carlos Onganfa. The 
record shows that Jews attain official positions during democratic interludes 
but are removed by right-wing and military governments, as much for their 
Jewishness as for their politics. 

In 1973, with the advent of the peronista government of Hector Campora, 
two Jews were appointed to top positions: one as undersecretary of interior, 
the other as finance minister. However, following the death of Perén, finance 
minister José Ber Gelbard, a former peddler and the second Jew to reach 
cabinet rank, became the focus of an anti-Semitic campaign launched by Lépez 
Rega, adviser to President Isabel Perén. After being dismissed from his position, 
Gelbard was stripped of his citizenship and deported. Attacks on Gelbard also 
targeted the Jewish businessmen’s association that he had headed. The anti- 
Semitism that surfaced at this time shook the confidence of the Jewish commu- 
nity that the excesses of the Onganfa period had ended. 

No Jew was elected or appointed to public office during the proceso. When 
the junta dissolved in disarray, the election of Ratl Alfonsin to the presidency 
in October 1983 marked a watershed in Argentine history. In that election, six 
Jews were elected to the Chamber of Deputies. Two years later, Jewish candi- 
dates won 11 of 254 seats, or 4.3 percent, higher than the proportion of Jews 
in the Argentine population. Increased acceptability of Jewish candidates was 
demonstrated by the fact that these deputies were elected from various prov- 
inces and from both the Radical and Justicialista (peronist) parties. Both the 
Chamber of Deputies and the Senate chose Jews to serve among its leadership: 
César Jaroslavsky was elected majority leader of the Chamber, and Senator 
Adolfo Gass became chair of the Senate Foreign Relations Committee. Only 
two of fourteen competing political parties did not include Jews on their ballots, 
and Jewish identity did not become an issue during the campaign. “Overall, 
the Argentine electorate displayed a much more sophisticated and rational 
understanding of candidates and issues than in the past.” 

President Alfonsin appointed a number of Jews to his administration, includ- 
ing Bernardo Grinspun as minister of finance and later as minister of planning; 
Leopoldo Portnoy as vice-president of the Central Bank, Mario Brodersohn 
as treasury secretary, Oscar Oszlak as undersecretary of research and adminis- 
trative reform, and Roberto Schteingart as undersecretary of state for informa- 
tion and development. Adolfo Stubrin as minister of education, Manuel Sadosky 
as secretary of state for science and technology; Oscar Shuberoff as rector of 
the University of Buenos Aires, as well as the appointment of Jewish deans, 
and especially the appointment of Marcos Aguinis, a well-known Jewish psycho- 
analyst and writer, to the post of undersecretary of culture, signified recognition 
of the multicultural reality of the country but enraged the Catholic Church 
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and its allies.” These appointments aroused a campaign to discredit the adminis- 
tration as “la sinagoga Radical” (“Radical” is the name of Alfonsin’s centrist 
party; sinagoga is defined by Spanish-language dictionaries as “conspiracy”) 
and Jewish officials were accused of infiltrating the government on behalf of 
“international Zionism.” General Ramon Camps, the “hero” of the military 
repression in Buenos Aires responsible for gross human rights violations during 
the proceso, published a book in which he charged that Jewish banking interests 
were subverting the state and warning of Zionist infiltration. Nevertheless, 
these appointments held, and prepared the way for amendment of the constitu- 
tion so as to eliminate the requirement that the president of the nation be a 
communicant of the Catholic Church. 

Peronista Carlos Sail Menem, a Catholic born into a Muslim family that 
originated in Syria, followed Alfonsin in the presidency. Menem showed sensi- 
tivity to Jewish issues, becoming the first Argentine president to send his foreign 
minister on a visit to Israel. He apparently utilized his special relationship to 
ask the government of Syria to look into the fate of missing Israeli prisoners 
of war. He is known to have close advisers who are Jews (such as Samuel 
Muzykanski and Moises Ikonicoff) and has appointed Jewish peronistas to 
important posts in his administration, including Carlos Vladimiro Corach as 
minister of interior and Deputy Justice Minister Elias Jassan. 


Disintegration 

It was in this democratic period that Argentine Jewry suffered its most 
devastating blow. On Monday morning, 18 July 1994, at a few moments before 
ten, a bomb destroyed the AMIA building in downtown Buenos Aires, bringing 
to an end a decade of hope that had begun with the elections of 1983. Eighty- 
six persons were killed, hundreds maimed, and the building itself was de- 
stroyed.* The terrorists who planned and carried out the attack—like those 
who had destroyed the embassy of Israel two years earlier—knew exactly what 
they were doing. They had struck at the functioning heart of the Jewish 
community. 

The damage caused by destruction of the building and loss of life was 
compounded by a surge of hoaxes perpetrated against survivors and telephoned 
threats of “we'll get you next.” Perhaps the unkindest cut came from sympathiz- 
ers who regretted that “not just Jews but innocent people” had been killed. 
Thousands of citizens came out to demonstrate against race hatred and terror, 
but others responded by distancing themselves emotionally and geographically 
from the hazard they perceived as emanating from too close association with 
the victims. Jewish institutions now had difficulty renewing their leases, Jewish 
soccer teams found themselves canceled out of league competitions, and the 
erection of concrete barriers in front of Jewish schools created the atmosphere 
of a ghetto, something that had never existed in Argentina. To the suggestion 
that a motive for the attack may have been to destroy Nazi archives which 
President Menem had recently handed over to the DAIA for analysis, one 
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researcher responded, “In Argentina, no one would be embarrassed to be 
publicly revealed as a Nazi.” 

To date, the perpetrators have not been apprehended, leading to the suspi- 
cion that they never will be. The perpetrators of the earlier attack on the Israeli 
Embassy, which left 30 dead and 250 injured, have never been caught. Suspicion 
in both cases focused on pro-Iranian Hezbullah, but this was never proved; 
in any event, terrorism experts believe the attacks could not have succeeded 
without local help, possibly from among disgruntled soldiers and police who 
believed themselves unjustly accused of criminal behavior for having followed 
orders to torture or assassinate prisoners during the Dirty War. Such persons 
likewise have never been identified or apprehended. 

The long-run outcome of the bombing of AMIA has yet to unfold. The 
Jews of Argentina, who had had ample reason for discontent with their major 
institution, rallied to renovate and rebuild the AMIA. A process of communal 
self-evaluation got under way. Conceivably, public revulsion at the massacre of 
innocents may lead to a moderation of anti-Semitic rhetoric as the legacy of 
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On 18 July 1994, the AMIA building was destroyed by an explosive device. The 
perpetrators were never apprehended. Eighty-nine persons were killed and doz- 
ens more maimed. Most of the victims were Jews, but others, the radio re- 
ported, “were innocent.” 
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relentless nacionalista propagandizing is held up for examination. President 
Menem, whose first reaction to the AMIA bombing was that the attack had 
been carried out to embarrass him, has displayed neither the capacity nor the 
will to solve the crime. 


Jews in Politics: Beyond Argentina 


The path by which Jewish Latinos might participate in national politics was 
never clearly marked. The electoral process functions only partially and inter- 
mittently in Latin America. Where it functions, it does so in a manner that 
does not necessarily enfranchise individuals or small interest groups; and Jews 
are nowhere numerous enough seriously to affect an electoral outcome. Power- 
ful corporate bodies are usually the chief political actors: the armed forces, 
associations of urban or rural entrepreneurs, labor unions, the church. Each 
views its own interests as paramount; each defends its turf from “meddling” 
by the larger society, an attitude that has been called “the politics of anti- 
politics.” The military is quite explicit about its mandate to interpret the “will 
of the people,” regardless of what the constitution or the electorate may have 
to say about the matter, a view that is widespread in Latin America.” Political 
parties are forced to maneuver within extremely limited space. Jews, who are 
unrepresented in the church, landed oligarchy, army, labor unions, or peasant 
syndicates, wield no influence within these institutions. 

Chile in the years of the Unidad Popular government (1970-73) tested the 
limits of acceptability of Jews in high public office. The Chileanization policies 
of Dr. Salvador Allende Gossens, which aimed at creating a socialist society 
through law, were in part designed by Senator Volodia Teitelboim, chief strate- 
gist of Chile’s Communist party who as a youth had belonged to Hashomer 
Hatzair, the left wing of the Zionist movement. Allende appointed other Jews 
as well to key posts in his administration, including David Baytelman in Agrarian 
Reform, David Silberman in Copper Administration, Jaime Faivovich in the 
city government of Santiago, Jacobo Schaulsohn on the Constitutional Court, 
Enrique Kirberg at the Technical University, Enrique Testa at the Defense 
Ministry, and Luis Vega at the Ministry of Interior.* The policies they designed 
and implemented conformed both to the traditional Jewish demand for social 
justice and to the Chilean people’s demand for social and economic equity, as 
reflected in the election of Allende to the presidency.” But their participation 
had the effect of intensifying attacks on the president as the pawn of Jewish 
Bolsheviks. The upsurge of anti-Semitism that accompanied the introduction 
of Allende’s program took as its target not just those Jews who were members 
of his administration but the entire community, which was held responsible 
for the fact that some Jews are Marxists. 

Given Chile's tradition of tolerance, the effort failed to arouse popular 
passions against Jews. But right-wing agitation was just one horn of the dilemma. 
The election of Allende on a Marxist platform had triggered mass abandonment 
of the country by middle-class entrepreneurs who feared expropriation of their 
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property, as had happened ten years before in Cuba. Among those who departed 
were some 8,000 of Chile’s 30,000 Jews. These were mainly the wealthy, 
property owners, and members of the communal establishment, and they left 
despite friendly overtures by the new administration. The flight of the wealthi- 
est members of the Jewish community and the loss of their financial contribu- 
tions damaged Jewish institutions, a blow the now smaller and poorer 
community had difficulty absorbing. This was one minor element in the whirl- 
wind of chaos that overtook Chile. In September 1973, a military junta, encour- 
aged by the United States government, overthrew Allende and set about 
reestablishing a reassuring climate for business. 

Once the climate stabilized, many middle-class persons, Jews among them, 
returned to the country. They were encouraged by the tactics of General 
Augusto Pinochet, who explicitly rejected anti-Semitism and made a point of 
attending Rosh Hashanah services in a Santiago synagogue. But Jews were 
now more aware than ever of their dependence on the goodwill of the powers 
that be, and were apprehensive that they would pay the price of social experi- 
mentation. That a considerable cohort of Jewish individuals had worked for 
Allende, and that other Jews returned to Chile under Pinochet underscores 
the fact that Jews are influenced by the same ideologies as motivate non-Jews 
and that most Jews behave like other members of their economic class. Jews 
lived in Chile under violent swings of government from right to left and back 
again, but leaders of the organized community might well conclude that in 
circumstances that are likely to degenerate into civil war, a studied neutrality 
offers the best protection. 

Jews are more diffused politically through the governing structures of Brazil 
than any other of the republics. The record shows far greater openness to 
Jewish political initiative than exists in the Spanish-speaking republics. Individ- 
uals from the important commercial families Lafer, Klabin, Moses, Bloch, and 
Levy have entered politics as ministers of state, bankers, and presidential 
advisers. There are Jews in numerous government posts and in significant 
military positions. By 1977, there were three Jews in the Chamber of Deputies, 
as well as several Jewish state legislators and councilmen. Two federal agen- 
cies—the National Housing Bank and the Brazilian Institute for Statistics and 
Geography—were headed by Jewish individuals. Curitiba, capital of the state 
of Parani, has elected itself two Jewish mayors. The state secretary of transport 
for Rio de Janeiro, the state secretary of planning for Sao Paulo, and the state 
secretary of science, culture and technology are posts that have been held by 
Jews.” The administration of President Fernando Collor de Melo reversed the 
Brazilian position at the United Nations to cancel its acquiescence in Resolution 
3379 equating Zionism with racism. The succeeding administration of Fernando 
Henrique Cardozo, a renowned economist, gained the confidence and support 
of the Jewish community. In recent years, Jaime Lerner beat back an attempt 
to rouse anti-Semitic feeling against him to be elected governor of the state 
of Parana. 

In Mexico, electoral outcomes have been predetermined within the hege- 
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monic Partido Revolucionario Institucional. PRI, its revolutionary credentials 
somewhat tainted by its fifty-year monopoly of power, is only now beginning 
to be effectively challenged by rivals. It can be surmised that Jewish Mexicans 
first achieved some political influence after 1975, as a result of the threat by 
United States Jews to boycott Mexican goods if the government did not rescind 
its affirmative vote on the United Nations resolution equating Zionism with 
racism. That did not happen officially until 1992, but in the interim, relations 
between the government and the Jewish community measurably improved, 
despite frequent sackings and desecrations of Jewish cemeteries by persons 
unknown.” Personal contact and discreet financial contributions may take the 
place of the ballot, which is as ineffective for Jews as a group as it is for other 
would-be power contenders who cannot control a mass of “voters.” As a small 
urban minority, Jews cannot compete with landowners who truck their peons 
to the polling station to cast their open ballots. 

The growing acceptance of cultural pluralism in Mexico (manifested by 
government funding for publication of books on Mexican Jewish history and 
sponsorship of an international conference on Latin American Jewry), and 
perhaps also the government's recognition of the importance to the national 
economy of Mexican Jewish businessmen and industrialists with connections 
to the United States, has led to the appointment of Jews to government 
positions. Most of these are technical in nature. A series of modernizing Mexican 
presidents have relied increasingly on technocrats, including Jewish ones, and 
Ernesto Zedillo's government includes Arturo Warman, secretary of agrarian 
reform; Santiago Levy, undersecretary for expenditures; Jaime Zabludovsky, 
undersecretary for communications; and Jacques Rogozinsky, director of tour- 
ism. These appointments, as well as the election of Esther Koleteniuk to the 
city council of Mexico City, mark a clear departure from the past.” 

The 1990s have been a breakthrough decade for the acceptance of Jews 
in public office in Peru. As is well known, that country already had elected a 
Nisei president, Alberto Fujimoro; it next acquired a Jewish prime minister, 
Efrain Goldenberg-Schreiber. The son of Russian Jewish immigrants, 
Goldenberg was born in the Pacific coast town of Talara, where he was the 
only Jewish child in his primary school. He attended high school and San 
Marcos University in Lima, earning a law degree before entering his family’s 
export business. He also served on the board of the Lima Jewish community 
association.» While Jewish political appointees have commonly been chosen 
from among businessmen, political activism was the background for selection 
of Moisés Jarmusz Levy as Bolivia's minister of development and environment 
by the president of Bolivia in 1992. Jarmusz Levy had been executive secretary 
of a Bolivian political party allied with the government.™ In Santiago de Chile, 
Marcos Libedinsky became the first Jew to be named to that country’s Supreme 
Court and Benjamin Teplitzky Lilyavetzky was appointed minister of mining. 
Both men are active members of the Santiago Jewish community. Milos Alcalay 
was appointed director general of the Venezuelan foreign ministry. In Costa 
Rica, while Sandra Piszk and Saul Weisleder were elected to Parliament and 
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German Weinstok was appointed minister of health, Rebeca Grynspan was 
elected vice-president of the country. 

The fact that many current appointees are active in their local Jewish 
community marks a departure from past practice, when nearly all those who 
entered public life had previously dropped any connection to Jews and Judaism. 
Furthermore, until the 1980s, Jewish individuals were appointed exclusively 
to offices involved with finance, conforming to the nacionalista mystique that 
“Jews are good with money.” This situation is now changing, with greater 
numbers of Jewish individuals being appointed to a wider range of offices, 
while retaining their identification as Jews. 


Jews in Politics: A Schematic View 


This roster of non-hispanic names in Latin American politics announces a 
significant change in social attitudes, one that acknowledges the citizenship 
rights of Jews. A meaningful future for Jews is difficult to envision without 
admittance to political participation. It may therefore be a useful exercise to 
review the conditions under which Jews are able to participate in politics in 
Latin America. This question can be viewed from three different perspectives: 
that of society at large, the organized Jewish community, and politically active 
Jewish individuals; and in three different contexts: democracies, authoritarian 
states, and under revolutionary conditions.* 

From the standpoint of society at large, Argentina, Brazil, Chile, Uruguay, 
Costa Rica and Panama have all elected respectable numbers of Jewish candi- 
dates to public office during democratic periods. No legal barriers to their 
election or appointment are known to exist, but ancient hatreds may surface 
when partisanship becomes heated, or may be deliberately employed in order 
to drive a wedge through the ranks of the opposing party. The periods 1958-62 
and 1983-85 in Argentina and 1970-73 in Chile demonstrated this political 
schizophrenia: Jews were elected to office, but nacionalistas attacked the gov- 
ernment for being “under the control of Jews.” 

Authoritarian regimes restrict political participation by all citizens, often 
converting political interests to financial ones. Robert Levine records an in- 
structive incident from 1930s Cuba. “Relations between the Jewish colony and 
officialdom followed the rather personalistic formula required by the fact that 
Batista was de facto the head of state. When anti-Semitic broadcasts on one 
radio station increased in bellicosity in 1935, representatives from the UHC 
[United Hebrew Congregations] paid a visit to Batista during which they 
pledged ten thousand dollars toward the campaign to build a new national 
library; and they used the opportunity to ask that something be done about 
the broadcasts. Batista denied that he had any power to influence things but 
... within a few days unknown vandals smashed the radio station, and the 
offensive broadcasts were stilled.”* Jews are not found in nacionalista adminis- 
trations, though presumably these accept emoluments as well. Revolutionary 
regimes tend to be more puritanic, since they come to power on a platform 
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of cleansing corruption. Furthermore, nations in turmoil face problems of such 
magnitude that there is usually a desire to avoid complications arising from 
concern for the status of Jewish citizens; in Castro's Cuba as in Allende’s 
Chile, care was taken to protect the regime against charges of anti-Semitism. 
Sandinistas too reacted quickly to the perception that their actions might have 
been prejudicial to Nicaraguan Jews. 

In considering the political process from the perspective of the organized 
Jewish communities, it should be remembered that the kehillot originated in 
the desire to develop a base for working out coherent policies on issues that 
concern Jews specifically. Representative bodies such as the Argentine DAIA 
are organized for the purpose of presenting a Jewish point of view to the 
government on such issues as the free exercise of religion, lay education, and 
the situation of Jews abroad. As in the United States and many European 
countries, governments find it useful to have a single channel of communica- 
tion, and may even request that one be formed; they may also require that 
the community name a chief rabbi to fill this role, as did General Pinochet 
in Chile.* 

Transactions between a kehillah and an authoritarian regime cannot be 
completely known because of the closed nature of such regimes. With unsanc- 
tioned political initiative suppressed, everyone's principal concern is survival, 
if possible with one’s human, cultural, and economic characteristics intact. In 
the absence of regular political channels, evidence points to a considerable 
exercise of shtadlanut, or recourse to back channels. The strategy dates to 
the Middle Ages, when Jewish communities, politically immobilized by laws 
incarcerating them in ghettos, depended on the king to guarantee their safety. 
Shtadlanut may have been called into play in both Argentina and Chile in the 
1970s, enabling Jewish institutions to escape physical invasion by govern- 
ment forces. 

Shtadlanut would appear to have no place in postrevolutionary societies 
such as Castroite Cuba or Sandinista Nicaragua, where the victors are in 
rebellion against traditional patterns of behavior. As a practical matter, all the 
wealthy and politically sophisticated individuals who might conceivably fill the 
role of shtadlan (the intermediary) will have left the country by the time their 
talent is required. Under conditions of democracy, the kehillah loses authority 
and can no longer speak for its members, who pour out into general society 
via employment, education, intermarriage, and political engagement. 

For individuals, being Jewish confers no advantage to a Latin American 
politician, which is why ambitious persons drop their relationship to the commu- 
nity. One thinks of Nestor Perl, peronista governor of the Argentine province 
of Chubut. But identification with Judaism is less of a handicap now than 
formerly, and increasing numbers of self-identified Jews are accepting the 
challenge of public service. The need of modernizing elites for educated, 
technically competent individuals can override residual prejudice; working 
relationships erode inherited prejudicial attitudes. Modernizers who recognize 
the need to make use of available talent appoint Jews to office on the basis of 
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their technical qualifications rather than their ancestry, and Jewish emphasis 
on education positioned thousands to take advantage of the new openness. 

Under conditions of liberal democracy, the number of Jews holding public 
office rises dramatically, demonstrating enhanced acceptability of Jewish candi- 
dates among liberals as well as the existence of a reservoir of political talent 
and desire for public service that previously were locked up within the kehillah 
or confined to the business world. Jewish appointees appear to outnumber 
Jews who are elected to public office, though this observation has not been 
tested by research. 

No Jews have been identified as serving right-wing authoritarian regimes. 
There are no doubt highly conservative Jews, some of whom may sympathize 
with the goals of such regimes, but the anti-Semitism inherent in the nacionalista 
orientation precludes their appointment to government office and mandates 
the expulsion of any who may already occupy a position. In revolutionary times, 
some Jews join the revolution, others leave the country, and the remainder 
stay put but adopt a low political profile. This happened in Cuba and Nicaragua, 
where the majority of community members left the country but individual 
Jews remained and continued with their lives. 

Overall, one may say that individual Jews are motivated politically by the 
same forces that motivate non-Jews, but conditioned by the presence or absence 
of anti-Semitism. The kehillot have adapted to the entire range of governments 
that have exercised power in Latin America, but they have never been able 
to control the actions of individual Jews, who are free to drop their association 
with the community. Adaptation takes place through the increased acceptance 
of Jews in public life, and the emergence of politically sophisticated community 
leaders who have grown up in the national political system and learned how 
to work with it. As Latin as they are Jewish, these leaders adapt Jewish institu- 
tions to the exigencies imposed on them. So the communities have survived 
under every conceivable type of government, but they are diminishing in size 
as different socioeconomic classes, buffeted by left-wing revolution or right- 
wing repression, find they cannot survive under the prevailing regime and 
choose reluctantly to emigrate. 


Integration 


There were at all times in the history of Latin America individuals and classes 
who were uninterested in scapegoating and more concerned with the modern- 
ization of social attitudes. Masonic lodges, with their history of opposition from 
the church, were receptive to Jews as allies. Positivists in Brazil and Mexico 
welcomed European Jews as modernizers. Anticlericals deplore the teachings 
of the church with respect to Jews and sometimes become pronounced philo- 
Semites, collecting Jewish and converso memorabilia and endowing themselves 
retroactively with Sephardic ancestors. It has been noted that individual non- 
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conformists and rebels sometimes identify spontaneously with the ultimate 
nonconformity of Jews. In recent years, important elements within the hier- 
archy of the Catholic Church, particularly in Peru, Brazil, and Chile, have 
collaborated with the organized Jewish communities to reduce the level of 
free-floating anti-Semitism in the spirit of the enlightened encyclicals of John 
XXIIL Nevertheless, those who are most actively involved with ecumenical 
initiatives acknowledge that their efforts have not thus far penetrated popu- 
lar consciousness.” 

An optimistic view of relations between Jews and non-Jews was projected 
by a survey sponsored by the American Jewish Committee in 1992. Attitudes 
toward Jews and other immigrant groups were surveyed in five regions of 
Argentina (federal capital, Greater Buenos Aires, and Cérdoba, Tucuman, and 
Santa Fe provinces) a decade after the junta’s dismissal from power. In order 
to distinguish between specifically anti-Semitic sentiments and generalized 
xenophobia aimed at all immigrants, the poll asked respondents to rate five 
immigrant groups—Italians, Paraguayans, Koreans, Jews, and Arabs. The sur- 
vey found that 82 percent of respondents considered ethnic origin, nationality, 
and religion either “not very important” or “not important at all” in dealing 
with neighbors or colleagues at work. An even higher percentage had no 
objection to a son or daughter marrying a member of any of the five immigrant 
groups; only Italians scored higher than Jews. Seventy percent of respondents 
rejected the idea that the country would be better off without these ethnic 
groups, and 80 percent upheld the right of Jews, Protestants, Muslims, Evan- 
gelicals, and Buddhists to practice their religion freely. Jews were rated by 62 
percent as the “most achievement-oriented” group; Italians were seen as the 
most devoted to family, with Jews running a close second. Ambivalence showed 
up in response to the question: “Would you say that in Argentina today, (group) 
or their descendants are part of the Argentine people or belong to a separate 
people?” On this, respondents split almost evenly. Forty-seven percent felt 
that Jewish immigrants and their descendants are separate peoples (Koreans 
appeared even more alien); while 49 percent responded that Jews are a part 
of the Argentine people. 

The highest levels of anti-Semitism were found in the province of Tucuman, 
where traditional attitudes privileging cultural and religious homogeneity are 
most persistent. Also, the lower a person’s position on the socioeconomic ladder, 
the less likely was he or she to endorse cultural or religious pluralism. 


While negative feelings toward Jews ... are a minority phenomenon 
in Argentine society, they do increase the lower one goes on the socio- 
economic ladder, to the point that the lowest groups show a considerable 
degree of negativity. In general, for every one respondent at the high 
or middle levels expressing some form of rejection of Jews, four respond- 
ents on the lowest level do so. 

Hostility toward Jews is also related to educational level: the more 
educated the individual, the less likely he or she is to manifest negative 
feelings toward Jews. Thus, while only 2 percent of college-educated 
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respondents assert that Jews are undesirable as immigrants, among those 
who have only an incomplete primary education such belief reaches 15 
percent. Not surprisingly, the same applies to a pluralistic outlook in 
general, with college educated-respondents being most open to cultural 
and religious diversity. It is important to note that the less educated 
sectors show a greater hostility toward Jews than toward other minor- 
ity groups.” 


The generally positive perception of Jews found by this survey is surprising 
in the light of Argentine history and in view of other surveys that have been 
conducted periodically since at least 1919 and that have found higher levels 
of anti-Semitism.” It points either to a reversal of historic beliefs (perhaps 
inspired by acknowledgment of the excesses to which these beliefs have led) or 
else to flaws in the design of the survey. Only time will tell which interpretation is 
nearer the truth. “In a violent society where public constraints against defama- 
tion are not very well institutionalized, the political culture of Argentina is 
ill-equipped to neutralize anti-Semitism, despite the enactment of anti- 
discrimination laws.”” 

During democratic interludes, not only Jewish politicians but Jewish intel- 
lectuals and artists become visible in the public sphere. Jews occupy faculty 
positions at institutions of higher learning in numbers that apparently exceed 
their proportion in the population, although many intellectuals of Jewish origin 
no longer consider themselves Jewish. Perhaps the area of greatest achievement 
by self-identified Jews has been literary. Fictional works by Jewish authors, 
widely sold throughout Latin America as well as in translation abroad, no 
longer portray the idealized landscape painted by Alberto Gerchunoff 
in his centenary homage to Argentina, Los gauchos judios. The next generation 
of authors such as Mario Szichman, German Rozenmacher, Mario Goloboff, 
and Pedro Orgambide expressed disillusionment at Jewish marginalization and 
the ingenious ways in which the marginalized attempt to accommodate to their 
capricious, often malevolent, circumstances. Contemporary Latin American 
Jewish authors such as Angelina Muiiiz, Esther Seligson, Ilan Stavans, and 
Margo Glantz (Mexico), Victor Perera (Guatemala), Isaac Goldemberg (Peru), 
Ricardo Feierstein, Manuela Fingueret, Alicia Steimberg, Eliahu Toker, and 
Marcos Aguinis (Argentina) elaborate on “multiple exiles,” “zones of marginal- 
ity,” “cultural mestizaje,” and “dual identities,” the latter being a more serious 
affliction than “dual loyalties” because it attacks one’s inner self. Samuel Rawet, 
Clarice Lispector, and Moacyr Scliar, each with a different response to their 
Jewish heritage, are all respected Brazilian writers. Scliar turned his Jewish 
protagonist into a centaur to express the ambiguous status of Jew as Brazilian 
and human being. These artists’ breadth of imagination, willingness to experi- 
ment with traditional genres, and creativity in inventing new ones have attracted 
a general readership while also revealing a profound insecurity; disillusionment 
is the hallmark of their work. And this very hispanic desengario has won them 
public acceptance. Through fiction, poetry, and literary criticism (one thinks 
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of Marfa Rosa Lida, David Vifias, Daniel Muchnik) Jewish sensibilities and 
Jewish authors are winning a place in the Latin American literary canon.” 

Many Jewish immigrants turned to journalism as a profession, and a consid- 
erable number founded their own journals of opinion. The total number of 
periodicals emanating from identifiably Jewish sources that have circulated in 
Buenos Aires at one time or another probably comes to as many as 250. With 
the acculturation of the second generation and attrition of the communal press, 
journalists who are Jewish emerged into the wider, multimedia, Spanish- and 
Portuguese-language world. Bernardo Verbitsky of El Mundo, Antonio Portnoy 
of La Gaceta and others introduced a substantial presence of Jewish journalists 
into the Argentine press. The most famous of practicing journalists outside the 
country may be Jacobo Timerman of La Opinidén; but equally provocative 
inside Argentina was the non-English-speaking Hernén Schiller, ousted editor 
of Nueva Presencia, who championed human rights during the worst days of 
the proceso. The current president of Argentine PEN is a Jew, and so is the 
first Latin American to be elected president of the Federation of International 
Association of Journalists. 

We have already seen that Jews were among the pioneers of Argentine 
films: Aida Bortnik’s The Official Story dramatized the infamy of the proceso 
for non-Argentine audiences. Paloma Efron (“Blackie”) and a host of other 
entertainers achieved fame on the Argentine radio and stage despite their 
“exotic” origins. Participation by individuals of Jewish origin in the cultural 
life of Latin American societies, tentative at the start and largely confined to 
the world of Yiddish, accelerated in the years between the world wars, with 
the coming of age of a generation for whom Spanish and Portuguese were 
native languages. Actors occupy several pages in recent books about Jewish 
Argentina and Mexico. As writers and performers, Jews present in socially 
acceptable ways the tensions, humors, and aspirations they share with their 
audiences. They perform on club and concert circuits, compose tangos, and 
join the society for the preservation of lunfardo (the portefio dialect). 

Dissemination abroad of works by these writers and artists is partly attribut- 
able to the fact of their emigrations and exiles. Exile sensibility is a major element 
in postmodern literature, and in this respect, Jews had a two-thousand-year 
head start. Emigration gave Latin American Jewish writers access to publishers 
and audiences beyond the Spanish-speaking world. One thinks of the Chilean 
Jewish social critic (The Empire’s Old Clothes) and dramatist (Death and the 
Maiden), Ariel Dorfman. Chile, Argentina, Uruguay, and Brazil have all suffered 
serious diminution of their intellectual and artistic capital as large numbers of 
talented men and women, Jews among them, were exiled or fled repression. 
Many were attracted to the United States, owing to its freer intellectual atmo- 
sphere, economic incentives, and the existence of New York as a major cultural 
center. Others, especially Sephardim, made new homes in Spain. The Asocia- 
cin Internacional de Escritores Judfos en Lengua Hispana y Portuguesa (Inter- 
national Association of Jewish Writers in Spanish and Portuguese Languages) 
is based in Israel and its principal literary journal, Noaj (Noah) is published 
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from Jerusalem, replicating in an uncanny way the experience of fifteenth- 
century Sephardim, many of whose greatest achievements were accomplished 
beyond the borders of Spain in Egypt or Turkey. 

Some performing artists find it necessary to quit their native lands for less 
dramatic reasons: to acquire the training they need, or in search of an interna- 
tional career. Bolivian Jaime Laredo, the Argentine composer Lalo Schifrin 
and the pianist and conductor Daniel Barenboim all made their reputations in 
the United States. Schifrin was born in Buenos Aires to Latino parents with 
roots in Russia. His father was concertmaster at Buenos Aires’ Teatro Colon 
and his first piano teacher was Enrique Barenboim (father of Daniel). After 
studying with Olivier Messiaen, Schifrin formed a jazz band that attracted the 
attention of Dizzy Gillespie, who brought him to the United States in 1958.% 
Daniel Barenboim, born in Buenos Aires in 1942, debuted in the United States 
in 1957 and went on to an international career. In 1996 he made a nostalgic 
trip down memory lane with a cassette of tangos titled “Mi Buenos Aires 
Querido.” The title comes from a Carlos Gardel tango, which itself may owe 
something to a Yiddish song. 

The underground survival of Jewish culture during periods of repression 
was demonstrated in 1983, when, within a month of the resignation of the 
military regime, Buenos Aires audiences were treated to a production of The 
Diary of Anne Frank and a recital of Mozart songs sung in Yiddish. The arena 
within which artists and intellectuals of Jewish origin may function—theatres, 
universities, art galleries, radio and television—has expanded dramatically in 
recent years, a fact worth noting because their success depends not only on 
talent but on their acceptability to the public. 

The roster of Jewish scientists who have emerged from Latin cultures to 
play a role in the evolution of scientific knowledge is distinguished and should 
be the subject of a separate monograph. A not atypical life history is that of 
César Milstein, son of a Jewish farmer from Villaguay, Entre Rios, and a Russia- 
born peddler who founded the first Yiddish school in Bahfa Blanca. César 
graduated in biochemistry from the University of Buenos Aires, where he 
founded the first cooperative bookstore. His doctoral thesis was awarded a 
prize by the Argentine Society of Biochemists, and he went on to win a 
fellowship to study at Cambridge. Returning to Argentina to make his career, 
he became director of the Department of Molecular Biology at the National 
Institute of Microbiology. He resigned his position in 1963 because of turmoil 
in the institutions of higher learning. Thereafter, he returned to Cambridge. 
He was awarded a Nobel prize in medicine in 1984.“ He is just one of the 
hundreds of intellectuals who were lost to Argentina due to the brutalization 
of politics in that country. 

The integration of Jews into Latin American societies is taking place in an 
amazing variety of ways. Jewish gauchos continue to exert their charm: in 
1995, two Buenos Aires plays dealt with that vanished tribe. Countless colom- 
bianos wear a six-pointed Star of David on a chain around the neck as a 
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good luck charm. At another level, in 1992, Uruguay issued a postage stamp 
commemorating five hundred years of a Jewish presence in the Americas; the 
stamp was designed by Raquel Orsuj, daughter of the founder of a Yiddish- 
language daily. In a meaningful symbolic act, Peruvian President Alberto Fuji- 
mori prepared for Efrain Goldenberg’s swearing in as prime minister by remov- 
ing the crucifix that usually presides over such ceremonies. In a cemetery in 
Manaus, Christians make pilgrimage to pray at the grave of Rabbi Salon Moyal, 
who died on the banks of the Amazon in 1910. The saint, it is said, miraculously 
confers health and fertility on those who pray here and leave a pebble on his 
tomb. Not all the mythology is unfavorable to Jews. 


Reorienting Jewish Life 


Events of the 1970s and 1980s demonstrated that the accommodation Jews 
had made to Latin American life—a secular minority attached to Zionism as 
a substitute for its ancestral religion—had reached its limit. The close relation- 
ship with the State of Israel, originally a source of pride, presented dangers 
as Zionism came under attack from the right (as a form of dual loyalty) and 
the left (Israel as an ally of imperialist powers). Originally, the Jewish state 
had enhanced the security of insecure immigrants. A generation down the road 
it was clear that Israel was driven by its own needs, not by the difficulties of 
Latin American diaspora communities. Mutuality of interest between Israel and 
Latin American Jewry could no longer be taken for granted. Most important, the 
original goal of Zionism had been achieved. Not only does the State of Israel 
exist, but it has emerged as a political force beyond the control of its supporters 
in the diaspora. Attention could now be turned to local problems. 

The secular option had also played itself out. Secularism had been sufficient 
to sustain Jewish life among immigrants who carried their Judaism within them, 
for whom Zionism, memorializing the Holocaust, and campaigning for the 
release of Soviet Jews provided adequate spiritual sustenance. But secularism 
proved itself inadequate to the task of transmitting Judaism to succeeding 
generations who had never been exposed to the all-embracing Jewish life of 
the European, Asian, or African kehillot, and to whom the Holocaust seemed 
as distant as the Expulsion from Spain. Absence of a religious core to Jewish 
life came to be seen as a principal reason for the accelerating rate of intermar- 
riage, which brought with it the prospect of disappearance of Judaism from 
the continent entirely. Furthermore, governments that repressed other aspects 
of Jewish life, such as Zionism or Bundism, had a record of respecting religious 
observance. Interest in Judaism as a religion increased as commitment to 
Zionism waned. 

As noted earlier, Argentine synagogues, sports clubs, and cultural institu- 
tions all gained membership during the repressive military regime of 1976-83 
as they were perceived to be safe havens. With the return of democracy, some 
parents feared that their children would bolt from their protective custody 
and return to the national political maelstrom, once more exposing themselves 
to danger. At this juncture, a species of religious revival began, influenced by 
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global as well as regional developments. Religious commitment is evidently 
increasing throughout the Christian, Muslim, and Jewish worlds. Within 
Judaism, the phenomenon of the baal t’shuva (one who returns to belief) 
has gained importance. Orthodox rabbis with a mission of outreach to the lost 
Jews of Latin America took up the challenge in the 1980s. Missionaries of 
Agudat Israel, as well as Lubavitcher and Satmar Hasidim were sent to principal 
cities all over Latin America, founding yeshivot (religious schools) to attract 
the sons of the unaffiliated. Rejecting efforts to modernize the ancient religion, 
Orthodoxy receives considerable financial and moral support from Jews who 
lack religious formation themselves but are now seeking their spiritual roots. 
It detracts nothing from their spiritual motivation to note that the choice of 
Orthodoxy sometimes originates in the desire to inoculate their children against 
assimilation and keep them out of reach of another round of rebellion and 
repression. 

As described earlier, the Buenos Aires rabbinical seminary has prepared 
several classes of Spanish- and Portuguese-speaking rabbis capable of present- 
ing Judaism in a modern vernacular. Their Progressive congregations attract 
parents who may themselves be agnostic but who want to give their children 
a Jewish identity without entering into the Orthodox world. These congrega- 
tions have acquired social status, as upwardly mobile families exchange their 
Yiddish-speaking schools and clubs for modernized religious congregations. By 
1988, some fifty Conservative congregations were functioning in Argentina, 
Chile, Peru, Brazil, Venezuela, Colombia, and Mexico, thirty of these with 
Seminario-trained rabbis, and embracing about one hundred thousand congre- 
gants whose enthusiasm can achieve lyrical heights.” Progressive rabbis also 
engage in dialogue with Catholic and Protestant clergy where such initiatives 
are possible, advancing into territory Orthodox Jews avoid. The dialogue is 
probably most advanced in Brazil; in Argentina, engagement with the church 
was foreclosed by the hierarchy’s involvement with the military repression. 
Interfaith dialogue could begin only in the postdictatorship period of the 1980s, 
when it was jump-started by officials of the World Jewish Congress, Anti- 
Defamation League, and American Jewish Committee. Today, dialogue and 
the publishing of guidelines for activating the 1952 reforms of Vatican II 
proceed at a dignified pace. But the principal spokesmen for Jewish and 
Catholic rapprochement reside in the United States.” 

Possibly the most spectacular instance of a revival of religion among Jews 
is taking place in Cuba. Under the Revolution, creyentes— religious believers 
of any faith— were not accepted as members of the Communist party, and 
therefore could not be admitted to a university or a professional career. Even 
so, five synagogues survived in Havana, although most Jews abandoned the 
island and few of those remaining were interested in religion. 

When the government's religious policy was relaxed by decision of the 
Fourth Congress of the Cuban Communist party in 1991, synagogues revived 
along with churches. As Cubans were relieved of the necessity of suppressing 
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their religious beliefs, Jewish life revived. There were still holes in its roof, 
but the Patronato de la Casa de la Comunidad Hebrea de Cuba resumed 
functioning as a synagogue and community center. Leadership was assumed 
by a physician, Dr. José Miller. Lubavitcher rebbes began visiting the country, 
bringing prayerbooks. Argentine youth groups visited, taught their songs and 
dances to local teenagers, and started a youth movement at the Patronato that 
drew from all the ethnic and religious congregations. Rabbi Shmuel Szteinhend- 
ler traveled to Havana monthly from Guadalajara, Mexico, in order to teach, 
perform marriages, and preside over brit milah (ritual circumcision), per- 
formed in a government hospital. In a community where by 1990 almost 
everyone married in the preceding thirty years had married a non-Jew, interest 
was now aroused in the conversion of non-Jewish spouses to Judaism. Rabbi 
Szteinhendler, a graduate of the Buenos Aires Seminario Rabinico, was reli- 
giously prepared to carry out the conversions, and the tiny community of 809 
almost doubled in size.” In the drab days of the winding down of Communist 
society in 1994, while teenagers were leading a group in perfectly articulated 
Hebrew songs upstairs at the Patronato, downstairs a visitor chartered a Havana 
chapter of Hadassah. That none of the new members had ever before heard 
of the largest organization of Jewish women in the world was a measure of 
their isolation. The new chapter's first president was Dr. Susana Bleifisch, an 
Argentine who earned her medical degree at the University of Buenos Aires 
and taught otolaryngology there until 1966. That was the year General Ongania 
assaulted the universities, provoking the brain drain that has afflicted Argentina 
ever since. When faculty were dragged from their offices and labs and beaten 
up on the street, Dr. Bleifisch transferred her knowledge and her family to Cuba. 

Kehillot mirror the societies in which they operate. A closed regime cannot 
tolerate a democratic polity in its midst, and kehillot necessarily adopt the 
reigning political style. With the renewal of democracy throughout Latin 
America in the 1980s, opportunity was created for democratizing the kehillot. 
A new generation assumed leadership, reformed electoral procedures, and 
developed agendas relating to local needs as well as those of the State of Israel. 
Energetic young researchers turned their analytic sights on their own history, 
and books on Jewish subjects found publishers. Sponsorship of international 
conferences opened the windows of the Jewish world to global winds of change. 
Advertisements for events of Jewish interest were posted in public places for 
the first time, and Jews who ran for public office incurred less criticism for 
endangering the community. These changes could not have come about without 
the growth of tolerance in ‘the body politic. 

The alternation of anti-Semitic razzias during democratic periods with the 
repressions of militarized periods demonstrates the vulnerability of Jews to 
political and economic pressures. As a largely middle-class population living 
in polarized societies, Jews are inordinately affected by social dislocation. Those 
engaged with Jewish life may be somewhat shielded from repressive actions, 
but they are marginalized by societies that demand their total immersion in 
the non-Jewish milieu. Those who have abjured Judaism and won acceptance 
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within liberal and progressive sectors find themselves defenseless against re- 
pression from the right. The experiences of the 1970s and 1980s ended the 
dream of integration into a secular society. The destruction of the AMIA, 
compounded by the impunity allowed the terrorists, brought into question the 
future of the largest of the Jewish communities of Latin America and under- 
scored the need to rethink the strategy for Jewish survival in Latin America. 

The ideal of a secular Latin American Jewish identity foundered on the 
rock of nacionalismo. In this situation, a turn to religion could be seen as a 
way of gaining acceptance as a tolerated minority. It was not the path originally 
chosen by the Ashkenazic immigrants; it is not the liberalizing solution sought 
by the immigrant generation. But it is close to the path historically followed 
by Sephardim, whose culture and whose survival skills were developed in a 
thousand years of living in hispanic societies. During the Columbus quincenten- 
ary year the governments of both Spain and Portugal abjured the anti-Semitism 
that led to persecution and expulsion of the Jews five hundred years ago. If 
the Latin American republics follow a similar path, religion could become a 
way to satisfy both the Jewish quest for survival and the proscriptions that 
these societies lay upon their nonconformists. 
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Cuba, 22, 79-80, 88-92, 219, 225, 237, 
273; anti-Semitism, 89, 271-72; Arabic- 
speaking Jews, 53; revolution of 1959, 
91. See also Havaner Lebn; José Marti; 
Law of 50 Percent; St. Louis 

Curagao: Sephardim in, 16-17 


DAIA (Delegacién de Asociaciones Israel- 
itas Argentinas), 83, 181, 186-87, 225, 
254-55, 257; Cérdoba crisis and, 242; 
Dirty War and, 244, 259, 262-63; Falk- 
lands War and, 263; Nazi archives and, 
84, 265; origins of, 272 

Demography, 191-211, 251; birth rate, 
195-97; death rate 197-99; family size 
199-202; infant mortality, 198-99; lon- 
gevity, 199; natural increase, 201 

Depression, Great, 77, 78, 100, 117, 
142-43, 163 

Desaparacidos, 242-44, 258-59, 261-62 

Dirty War, 239-45, 257-63 

Dominican Republic, 17-18, 80, 225; agri- 
cultural colonization, 120-24, 128-30, 
239; immigration policy, 82; Sosua, 
122-24, 239 

DORSA (Dominican Republic Settlement 
Association of New York), 121, 
123-24, 128-29 

Dutch West India Company, 14, 15, 18 


Ecuador: anti-Semitism, 145, 239; wel- 
comes Jewish refugees, 82 

Edict of Faith, 5 

Education: in Argentina, 116, 120, 177, 
187; basic, 172-79; and the Catholic 
Church, 179; establishing schools, 
173-75, 179; higher, 204-7; importance 
to Jews, 117. See also Kehillot 

Eichmann, Adolf, 84, 234, 243, 254 

EI Salvador, 85, 134, 245, 247 

Emigration: from Argentina, 59-60, 155, 
210-11 ; from Bolivia, 81, 126-27; from 
countryside to city, 202-4; from Ecua- 
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dor, 233; from Nicaragua, 245; from 
Peru, 155-56 

Enlightenment, Age of, 29, 46-48, 215-17 

Evian Conference on Refugees, 80, 121, 
122 

Expulsion from Spain, Edict of, 4-5, 22, 
58, 219, 228 

Ezra Society, 161 


Falklands War, 263 

Fascism, 72, 73, 78, 94; in Argentina, 100, 
225, 255; in Brazil, 79; fear of, 69; 
growth of, 80 

Ferdinand II, King of Aragon, 4, 7, 8 

FORA (Federacién Obrera Regional Ar- 
gentina), 56 

Fraternidad Agraria, 163 

Freemasonry, 48, 71, 273; in Argentina, 
100; in Chile, 36; in the Dominican Re- 
public, 18; in Mexico, 38; in Paraguay, 65 

FSLN (Sandinista Front for National Lib- 
eration), 237, 240, 245-48 


Gauchos, 32, 58, 115-16, 173, 188, 277. 
See also Nacionalismo 

Gauchos judios, Los, 58, 275 

Gerchunoff, Alberto, 58, 275 

Grau San Martin, Ramén, 89, 140 

Guatemala, 85, 235, 239, 247; age distribu- 
tion, 201; immigration policy, 45-47; re- 
ligious observance, 170 


Halakhah (Jewish law), 192 

Hashomer Hatzair, 241 

Haskalah, 48, 69, 89, 95, 112, 120, 168 

Havaner Lebn, 89, 134, 136, 167, 173 

Hebrew, 176, 232 

Herzl, Theodor, 107, 178 

HIAS (Hebrew Immigrant Aid Society), 
89, 92 

HICEM (Jewish relief organization), 
80-81, 92 

Hilfsverein, 164-65 

Hirsch, Baron Maurice de, 39, 60, 107-13 

Hochschild, Mauricio, 59, 124-25, 162, 
164-65 

Holocaust, 70, 87, 130, 181, 234, 236, 278 


Iberia, 4-8 

Immigration, 24-102; in Brazil, 40-42; de- 
bates, 25-33, 35, 48, 71; in the Domini- 
can Republic, 120; in Guatemala, 
45-47; in Mexico, 38-39; nativist reac- 
tion to, 58-60, 72, 76-83; of Nazis, 
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Immigration (cont'd) 
83-85; nineteenth century, 25-50; pre- 
World War I, 51-71; pre-World War 
Il, 72-94 

Immigration policy, 29-35, 53-59, 66-67, 
73, 77-80, 82-83, 98, 175; racism and, 
76; United States, 73-74. See also indi- 
vidual countries 

Import substitution, 145, 147 

Indies, The, 8-15 

Industrialization, 28, 49, 50, 86-87, 
220-21; in Argentina, 77, 139-40, 148; 
in Brazil, 92-94, 141; in Chile, 35, 148, 
191; in Colombia, 148; in Cuba, 90; 
growth of, 87, 88; and immigration poli- 
cy, 32-33; Jews instrumental in, 147; 
lack of, 70; post-World War I, 76; vs. 
agriculture, 130 

Industry, 142-46; in Brazil, 146; in Chile, 
142-43; in Mexico, 143-45 

Inquisition, Holy Office of the, 19-22, 61, 
219: abolition of, 30; in Brazil, 13-15; in 
Iberia, 4—5; mentality of, 61; in Mexico, 
9-10, 37; in Peru, 11; in Venezuela, 11. 
See also Conversos; Expulsion from 
Spain 

Intermarriage, 22, 71, 155, 207-11, 226, 
231, 251, 278; in Argentina, 172, 188, 
207-8, 226; of Ashkenazim, 48; between 
Ashkenazim and Sephardim, 35, 190; in 
Chile, 36; in the Dominican Republic, 
18; in Paraguay, 65; in Peru, 45; in Spain, 
4; in Venezuela, 67; “white pogrom,” 
209. See also Assimilation; Catholic 
Church 

Iran-Contra, 245-48 

Isabella I, Queen of Castile, 4, 7, 8 

Israel, State of, 74, 75, 176, 278; creation 
of, 87, 95, 106, 231; Latin American 
Jews and, 240-48; migration to, 233; 
milut (extrication) 243—44, 249; partici- 
pation in Iran-Contra, 245-48; relations 
with Latin America, 234-37; right of 
option, 242-43; trade with Latin 
America, 239 

Israelita, 20,55, 194; in Brazil, 95; vs. isra- 
eli, 231, 233, 234, 238, 248 


JCA (Jewish Colonization Association), 34, 
107-20, 128-29; agricultural coloniza- 
tion and, 68, 105; in Argentina, 54-55, 
138-39, 163; in Brazil, 61-62; in the 
Dominican Republic, 123; education 
and, 174-75 


Jewish Agency, 232-33, 241; Dirty War 
and, 242; education and, 176 

Jewish communities, see Demography; 
Education; Kehillot; individual 
countries 

Jewish ethnicity, 180-81 

Jews: definition of, 192; class, 155-58; oc- 
cupations, 149-53; in politics, 263-65, 
268-73; relations with non-Jews, 
251-81; religious observance, 167-72, 
279-80. See also Demography; Kehillot 

Joint (Joint Distribution Committee or 
JDC): in Bolivia, 126, 136, 162, 164-65; 
in Brazil, 92; in Cuba, 89; in the Domini- 
can Republic, 121, 123; in Ecuador, 145 

Journalism, 276 


Kehillot, 149, 159-90, 223, 273, 280; in 
Argentina, 101, 161, 232, 251, 262; in 
Bolivia, 162; in Brazil, 161; burials and, 
221; description of, 181-82; in Mexico, 
161-62; origins of, 182, 272; in Uru- 
guay, 183-86 

Khevra Kadisha (Burial Society), 138, 
159-160, 186, 188 


La Bolsa, 54, 255-56 

Labor unions, 56-57, 141, 223, 232; in 
Cuba, 90, 152; in Uruguay, 183-84 

Ladino, 166, 226, 228, 284, n. 44 

Ladino-speaking Jews, 53, 170-71; in Bra- 
zil, 95; in Cuba, 66; ethnic rivalry, 180; 
in Mexico, 85-86; as peddlers, 134; rea- 
sons for emigrating, 73; religious educa- 
tion, 174; in Uruguay, 64. See also 
Sephardim 

Landholding, 112-13, 127-29, 147, 163; in 
Argentina, 31, 111, 117; in Bolivia, 125; 
in the Dominican Republic, 121; in Gua- 
temala, 45-46 

Latifundia-minifundia complex, 128, 216; 
in Argentina, 106, 112-15, 118-19; in 
Bolivia, 124-25; in the Dominican Re- 
public, 123 

Latin America, independence of, 19-22 

Law of 50 Percent, 14, 89, 91, 145 

Law of Return, 240, 243 

Laws of the Indies, 9 

Lettres patentes, 17 

Limpieza de sangre, 22, 27, 32; abolition 
of, 19; definition of, 7; in the Indies, 8; 
in Mexico, 9, 10; and racism, 27 

Lépez Rega, José, 257, 264; and Triple 
A, 256-57 


Madre patria, 231, 233, 249 

Marranos, see Conversos 

Marti, José, 21-22, 90 

Masons, see Freemasonry 

Mestizos, 27, 32, 35, 71, 76, 155; in Argen- 
tina, 83; Nazi view of, 83 

Mexico, 9-11, 20, 85-86, 170; anti- 
Semitism, 143-44; Arabic-speaking 
Jews, 40, 53; birth rate, 196-97; death 
rate, 198; demography, 191; immigration 
policy, 36-40, 60-61, 73, 82; intermar- 
riage, 209; Jewish education, 177; Jews 
in government, 269-70;  kehillot, 
182-83; natural increase rate, 202; oc- 
cupations, 39, 135-36, 143-45, 153; re- 
ligious observance, 168-70; Sephardim, 
53; urbanization, 203. See also Cami- 
sas Doradas 

Meyer, Rabbi Marshall, 262 

Migration of Jews, 27-29; 1840-1942, 52; 
global, 75-76; to Israel, 233; periodiza- 
tion, 28-29; reasons for, 72-73; settle- 
ment patterns, 74-76, 80-83 

Military juntas, 225, 236-48, 257-63. See 
also individual countries 

Milut (extrication), see Israel 

Movimiento Nacional Revolucionario 
(MNR), 81, 126 


Nacionalismo: anti-Semitism, 273; in Ar- 
gentina, 83-85, 98, 263, 281; and Ca- 
tholicism, 229; growth of, 87-88 

National Council of Jewish Women, 161 

Nationalization: in Bolivia, 162; in Chile, 
268; in Cuba, 92 

Native Americans, 27, 71; in Bolivia, 126; 
in Guatemala, 46 

Nazism, 73-75, 79-80, 121, 240, 255; 
AMIA bombing and, 220, 265-66; in 
Argentina, 78, 83-85, 261-62 ; in Boliv- 
ia, 81; in Brazil, 94; in Cuba, 89; identi- 
fication of Jews, 194; neo-Nazism, 
254-55; rise of, 114. See also Anti-Se- 
mitism 

Neosefardismo, 228-29 

New Christians, see Conversos; Cristéos 
novos 

New Holland, see Brazil 

New Spain, see Mexico 

Nicaragua, 85, 235, 237, 240, 249, 273; and 
Iran-Contra, 245-48 
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Occupations: analysis of, 155-58; in Ar- 
gentina, 34, 55-56, 101-2, 109, 131-40, 
149-51; in Bolivia, 125, 127; in Brazil, 
61-62, 92-95, 146, 152-53; in Chile, 
60, 142-43; in comparison with U.S., 
222-23; in Cuba, 88, 90-91, 140-42, 
145-46; of first generation, 149; in Gua- 
temala, 46; in Mexico, 37, 39-40, 
143-144; in Panama, 64; in Peru, 44, 
63; in Uruguay, 64; in Venezuela, 67; of 
women, 137-39, 150 

Official Story, The, 276 

OIA (Organizacién Israelita Argentina), 83 

Oil sales, 238-39; in Brazil, 256 

Origins of Latin American Jews, 85-86 

Ottoman Empire, 5, 19, 40, 53, 73, 106, 
180, 230. See also Sephardim 


Pale of Settlement, 69, 109 

Palestine, 74, 75, 77, 106-7, 230; partition 
of, 79 

Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO), 
237-40, 245-48, 256 

Panama, 63-64, 177; immigration policy, 
82 

Panama Canal, 59, 63, 80 

Paraguay, 84; emigration from, 74; immi- 
gration policy, 65, 82; settlement pat- 
terns, 80-81 

Peron, Juan, 82-83, 98, 140, 149, 157, 225, 
234; death of, 264 

Peru, 11, 20, 219, 235, 247; bombing in, 
238-39; immigration policy, 44—45, 63; 
Jewish education, 178; Jews in govern- 
ment, 270; Nazism, 255; peddling, 136 

Pinochet, Augusto, 224, 234, 269, 272 

PLO, see Palestine Liberation Organi- 
zation 

Pogroms, 69-70, 73; in Argentina, 98, 223; 
in Iberia, 4; in Russia, 106 

Population, see Demography 


-Positivism, 26-27, 48-49, 50; in Brazil, 


43-44, 273; immigration policy and, 26, 
27; in Mexico, 38, 273; in Paraguay, 65; 
rejected, 77 

PRI (Partido Revolucionario Institucio- 
nal), 270 

Proceso (Process of National Reorganiza- 
tion), 240-41, 257-65, 276 

Professions: in Argentina, 154; in Brazil, 
154; in Cuba, 154; in Mexico, 154; wom- 
en in, 153-54, 156 

Proletariat, 55-56, 76, 138-42 
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Publishing, 165-67; anti-Semitic, 227-28; 
in Argentina, 166 


Racism, 6, 27, 31-32, 35. See also Anti- 
Semitism; Limpieza de sangre 

Reagan administration, 245-48; and Iran- 
Contra, 246-48 

Religion: observance of, 167-72; in Brazil, 
41, 61; in Chile, 191; in the Dominican 
Republic, 121; in Guatemala, 45, 46, 47; 
impact of, 49; in Mexico, 38; in Panama, 
63-64; in Paraguay, 65; renewed, 
278-80; tolerance of, 53, 65, 106; in the 
United States, 53, 221; in Uruguay, 64; 
in Venezuela, 68. See also  Anti- 
Semitism; Catholic Church; Dirty War 

Revolutionary Popular Army (ERP), 241, 
256, 259 

Rojas, Ricardo, 58, 175 

Rosas, Juan Manuel de, 30-31, 105 

Rusos, 55, 72, 98, 99 


St. Louis (German cruise ship), 79-80, 89 

Sandinistas, 245-48, 272 

Schiff, Jacob, 39, 60 

Schools, see Education 

Semana Tragica: in Argentina, 98-99; in 
Uruguay, 184 

Sephardim, 20-21, 28, 29, 34, 47, 53, 55, 
68-69, 73, 166, 168, 169, 170, 171, 229; 
in Argentina, 181; assimilation, 209; in 
Bolivia, 124; in Brazil, 41-43, 62, 85, 92, 
95; in the Caribbean, 16-17, 18-19, 2 
in Central America, 71; in Chile, 35, 60; 
in Cuba, 67; in the Dominican Republic, 
47, 121; from Egypt, 95; ethnic rivalry, 
180; family size, 201; intermarriage with 
Ashkenazim, 35, 190; Jewish education, 
178; kehillot and, 182; in Mexico, 40, 
53, 71, 85-86, 183; in Panama, 63-64; 
in Paraguay, 65; as peddlers, 134; in 
Peru, 45, 63; religious education, 176; 
traveling with Spanish passports, 82; in 
Uruguay, 64, 185; in Venezuela, 67; Zi- 
onism and, 180. See also Ladino 

SHA (Sociedad Hebraica Argentina), 101 

Shtetl, 109, 120, 168; flight from religiosity 
of, 87; return to, 63 

Slavery, 10, 14, 18; in Brazil, 41 

Socialism: in Argentina, 56—57, 98, 99; in 


Cuba, 91; in the schools, 176. See also 
Bund 

SOCOBO (Sociedad Colonizadora de Bo- 
livia), 124, 125, 128-29, 162 

Somoza DeBayle, Anastasio, 235, 245-48 

Sosua, 122-24, 239 

Sports clubs, 188-90; in Argentina, 101 


Terrorism, 237-48, 253, 265-68, 281; in 
Argentina, 220, 265-68 

“Tipped Kettle,” 246-47 

Trujillo, Rafael, 121, 123, 225 


United Nations Resolution 3379, 237 

United States: accusation of anti-Semitism 
in Nicaragua, 248; assimilation of Jews, 
220; ethnic Jewish rivalry, 221; freedom 
of religion, 221; immigration policy, 
73-74, 88; and Iran-Contra, 245-48; 
peddling, 222; politics in comparison to 
Latin America, 223-25; Protestant work 
ethic, 222; religious observance, 170; 
and the St. Louis, 79-80; settlement of 
Jewish immigrants, 86 

Urbanization, 202; in Argentina, 117-19, 
203-4 

Uruguay, 98-99, 235; agricultural coloni- 
zation, 70, 130; demography, 191-92; 
emigration from, 210-11; immigration 
policy, 64; immigration to, 80-81; kehil- 
lot in, 183-86; peddling, 134; religious 
observance, 168; settlement patterns, 
80-81; smuggling of Jews into, 243; ur- 
banization, 203. See also Semana Tragica 


Vargas, Getilio, 79, 92-94 

Venezuela, 11, 20; demography, 191; high- 
er education, 206; immigration policy, 
67-68 


Wald, Pinie, 51, 55-56, 99, 137 

Weapons, see Arms sales 

White slave trade: in Argentina, 96-98, 
106; in Brazil, 61 

Women: and charity, 160; occupations, 
137-140, 150; in the professions, 
153-54; prostitution, 97, 137-38 

World Jewish Congress, 186, 194, 279 

World Zionist Organization, 176, 188 
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Xenophobia, 30, 34; in Argentina, 74; in Jewish life, 172, 188; in Argentina, 256; 
Mexico, 143; survey of, 274 survey of, 171. See also Education 


Yevsektsia, 184, 185 Zionism, 106, 121, 166, 181, 223, 230-35, 

Yiddish, 69, 166, 180, 226; in Argentina, 278; anti-Semitism, 249-50; anti- 
56-57; in Brazil, 95; culture, 100-1; Zionism, 238; in Argentina, 56—57; at- 
Gauchos speaking, 115-16; literature, tack by PLO, 237-38; opposed by Com- 
90, 101; in the schools, 176, 232; in Uru- munism, 231-32; in the schools, 176, 
guay, 183-84. See also Education 183; Sephardim and, 180; UN Resolu- 

Youth, 186-87, 278-79; alienation from tion 3379, 237; in Uruguay, 184-86 
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